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uprooted by the rural violence, and with the support of other dis- 
placed peasants from the same region. Lozada's wife found work as a 
laundress in a health clinic, and Lozada labored as a night watchman. 
They also laid claim to an urban lot through a land “recuperation” and 
constructed a home. Their sense of relative stability was short-lived, 
however, as the paramilitary takeover turned any sense of continuity 
upside down and ruptured many of Lozada's newly established rela- 
tionships in the port city. He fled once again, as the chaos and violence 
that so regularly intruded into his life reappeared. For Pedro Lozada 
and his family, crisis was less an exceptional situation —a brief inter- 
ruption in an otherwise settled life — than a manifestation of the radi- 
cal insecurity that, for more than half a century, had constantly under- 
mined their ability to create a livable life. 
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The disintegration of the social order gave rise to a new political 
subjectivity in which self-interested individualism replaced a more 
capacious understanding of self, one tied to solidarity with others 
through a "collective politics that looked to the state to dispense jus- 
tice" (Grandin 2004: 14). This new sensibility grew out of the betrayals 
and divisions that the relentless violence had created in people's lives. 
Trust evaporated. In 2007, one man explained to me: "When you walk 
past an unknown person, you always go on the defensive. It's not the 
same anymore. If somebody comes around asking if you know so-and- 
so, nobody will admit to knowing [the person] because you don't know 
who is asking or why they are looking for him.”** Social life grew more 
privatized and isolated as the left public sphere shrank and a welter 
of autocratic, personalized relationships became more important to 
the livelihood strategies of working people. People turned inward or to 
evangelical churches, and away from politics, to find solutions to their 
problems. They were increasingly remade as autonomous individuals, 
dispossessed from their relationships to each other, and felt bitter, pas- 
sive, and in despair. Such mistrust arose not only from what had hap- 
pened to people but also from what they had done— or been forced to 
do —to each other. Violence created unsustainablesites and objects of con- 
temporary influenza research are shifting the epistemological relation of the 
sciences to nature as scientists in the field come to see natural sites as human 
artifacts. Laboratory ethnographies expose the material infrastructure and 


scientific labor required to construct the spaces where scientists encounter 
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nature and take its measure. The field displacement of influenza research at 
Poyang Lake reflects a different epistemological question: How do scientists ac- 
count for the practical engagements, such as poultry breeding, that creatively 


transform the natural sites where field experiments are undertaken? 


REGULATORY WILDS 


One day I rode the small fish-boat ferry from the refuge base in Wucheng 
to a small island across the river where I met one of the other wild goose farm- 
ers in the region. Dressed in a bright pink shirt, Ye picked me up at the ferry 
landing on his motorcycle, and we rode through town to his farm, perched at 
the very edge of the lake. A series of low sheds for the geese and a freshwater 
pond framed his house. In the past the village had used the pond for a collec- 
tive duck farm, but it was no longer operational when Ye contracted for it and 
surrounding lands in 2003. When I visited, about three thousand swan geese 
swam in the pond. 

As we walked around the pond, Ye led us up a small embankment, and 
there was the lake. Grass sloped down to the shore. Beyond, water stretched 
as far as the eye could see. Ye said the geese sometimes fly as far as three kilo- 
meters away to eat the lake grasses. Pointing at the embankment, he showed 
me the high-water line and told me that the previous year the lake had even 
breached the embankment, flooding his entire farm. As I later learned, the 
flood had been costly—of the ten thousand swan geese they were raising at the 
time, more than half had died. Ye explained that the water submerged all of the 
grass, so the birds had nothing to eat. Ye’s wife also added that pesticides from 
neighboring crop fields flowed into their farm, sickening their birds: “it was 
like an epidemic.” Because of these risks, and because of the instability of the 
market, Ye now raised a thousand sheep and several hundred cows in addition 
to the swan geese. He described this as a strategy of diversification: risk should 
be spread around among different breeds, he explained, because if one of the 
breeds completely fails for some reason, then the others can make up some of 
the losses. 

I asked him whether he thought of the geese as wild (yesheng) or domestic 
poultry (jiagin). “In China, we call this ‘special type husbandry’ (tezhong yang- 
zhi); Ye replied. “In fact, they belong to forestry (State Forestry Administra- 
tion), not agriculture (Ministry of Agriculture).” In order to raise swan geese, he 
first needed to apply for a license from the sFA. The SFA sent a team to inspect 
his farm, to see that the conditions are good, and would not cause harm to the 


environment. But Ye acknowledged that SFA was not very experienced with 
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animal husbandry. “They still mostly deal with forests.” The sFA did hold a spe- 
cial conference for wild goose farmers, in which Ye got to meet other farmers 
from across Jiangxi and Zhejiang provinces. Even at the conference, though, a 
Forestry official admitted to Ye that the sFA did not know much about raising 
swan geese. “Are they even good to eat?” the official joked. 

Ye found the classification especially irritating because it meant he could 
not apply to the Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) for subsidies offered to live- 
stock farmers. “I don’t have to pay their licensing fees, but I don’t get the subsi- 
dies either.” However, this classificatory logic also had significant implications 
for the ecology of influenza, because of how it effected the implementation of 
vaccination for HsNI avian influenza. In 2005, China’s Ministry of Agriculture 
had begun implementing a program for universal mandatory H5NI vaccina- 
tion. The program literally called for immunization of 100 percent of poultry 
(jiagin)—the domestic chickens, ducks, and geese regulated under the MOA. 
Wild geese, by contrast, despite the fact that biologically they closely resemble 
domestic geese, are not administered by Moa, and therefore do not fall under 
the immunization plan. 

When I asked Ye if he had suffered any outbreaks of disease in the geese, 
he explained that he vaccinated all the geese himself, and—combined with the 
good environment and remote location—this kept disease away. But when, in 
response to experimental displacement, FAO began to shift their research proj- 
ects to look at wild bird farming in the Poyang Lake region, they found some- 
thing troubling about vaccination practices. Based on a survey of wild bird 
farms around the lake, wild bird biologist Changqing Ding found that vaccina- 
tion for Hs5NI avian influenza was inconsistent and irregular. Although most 
farmers did conduct some form of vaccination, the number of shots, intervals 
between doses, and timing in the birds’ life-cycles all varied widely, suggesting 
that immunization was probably for the most part ineffective.*? In addition 
to the risks created by the creative remaking of the wild-domestic interface, 
the regulatory anomaly of the farmed wild bird created risks of its own. The 
ecology of influenza, rerouted along the changing working landscapes of rural 
production, was also reshaped in unexpected ways by the territories of regula- 
tory governance. 

In part I of this book I argued that the logic of the pandemic epicenter 
produced a spatial displacement toward the epicenter. Because the epicenter is 
located within a working landscape, part II showed that scientific inquiry at the 
epicenter moved along a pathway toward the outsides of the laboratory venue 
and the expert subject. In contrast to laboratory detachment, I have drawn at- 


tention to these centrifugal displacements, explications of the externalities 
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of biosecurity models or experimental systems. In part III, I examine the con- 
sequences of the pandemic epicenter’s location in geopolitical space or, more 
precisely, its location within China’s national territory. How does the displace- 
ment of scientific attention to the epicenter intersect with the sovereign au- 
thority of the nation-state? What reconfigurations of geopolitical space take 
place when global health goes into the epicenter? 
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PART III 
TERRITORY 


CHAPTER FIVE 
AFFINITY AND ACCESS 


Just after Chinese New Year in 20n, as Beijing was slowly returning to work 
following the month-long holiday, I found Vincent Martin in the Emergency 
Center, sharp lines of frustration already beginning to crease the tan acquired 
during a beach vacation in Thailand. He had returned from Phuket to a re- 
gional outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease that, he explained, China had so far 
refused to report. I turned the conversation toward influenza, and Martin kept 
on the theme of China’s lack of “transparency” He complained that for over a 
year not a single avian influenza outbreak had been reported by the Ministry of 
Agriculture to international agencies. Martin believed China was “in a bind”: if 
they report any outbreaks now, it would seem like the situation is getting worse, 
not better. “Couldn't you just report one or two?” he asked rhetorically, a thin 
grin easing the lines on his face. “There have been outbreaks reported in Cam- 
bodia, Vietnam, Korea, Japan, but none in China?” 

Martin’s denunciation of China’s failure to report outbreaks of disease 
reflects an enduring controversy over China’s relationship to international 
health organizations within an emerging regime of global health.! Recently 
rooted in the epidemic of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARs), especially 
China’s delayed acknowledgment of the explosive spread of the previously un- 
known atypical pneumonia, the affair extends to disputes over the sharing of 


influenza virus samples and the exchange of health information. In the case 


of the avian influenza outbreak, global health agencies have turned their sus- 
picion away from China’s Ministry of Health—increasingly considered a co- 
operative global partner—and toward the Ministry of Agriculture (Moa). For 
example, complaints about failures to share samples and genome sequences of 
flu viruses flared up in 2005 and 2006. “We really don’t know how many strains 
of bird flu there are in China,’ the wWHO’s coordinator of epidemic response 
in China publicly announced in November 2006, “because we have limited 
amounts of information shared with us by the Ministry of Agriculture and the 
virus samples we have asked for have not been shared”? 

Most accounts have described China’s failures to report outbreaks, or re- 
fusals to share virus samples, as “assertions” of national sovereignty in conflict 
with global health norms of open-access research and transparent surveil- 
lance.’ China’s disputes with global health agencies are compared with affairs 
and incidents elsewhere, especially Indonesia’s well-known refusal to share in- 
fluenza samples. Although scholars are divided on how to appraise the justice 
of China’s actions, they have agreed on the basic structure of these disputes: 
a static normative opposition between global circulation of health knowledge 
and the proprietary claims of nation-state authority.* Complaints by interna- 
tional health civil servants, like Martin’s above, sometimes seem to share this 
perspective that the management of public health information puts the Chi- 
nese state at odds with global health norms. 

However, I found that international flu experts engaged in diverse trans- 
actions with Chinese counterparts despite, and alongside of, their frequent 
criticism of China’s lack of transparency. Many of these transactions moved 
samples, sequences, or other forms of information across boundaries declared 
in other moments to be impermeable. By drawing attention to concrete situa- 
tions, describing actual practices, and expanding the temporal scale of analy- 
sis, polemic disputes and critical accusations no longer appear as the signs of 
a static conflict between China and global health organizations. Rather, these 
disputes appear as one part of how affiliations are given concrete form and 
structure, building relationships that regulate exchanges of viral materials and 
information.’ 

These borderlands of health knowledge and biological exchange, involving 
multilateral development agencies, nongovernmental organizations, national 
governments, and others, have been described as a contested domain of “global 
health diplomacy.”¢ In this chapter I provide an account of the everyday prac- 
tices of international civil servants who could be called global health diplo- 
mats. Rather than presuming a static opposition between national sovereignty 


and global health, I situate disputes within the actual, uncertain, and dynamic 
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transnational relationships of affinity and exchange. I show how the “inter- 
national” and the “national,” far from stable and opposed entities, come to be 
marked and differentiated through a process of transnational affiliation. 

Geopolitical space has garnered significant attention in studies of humani- 
tarian global health interventions, which have highlighted how humanitarian 
interventions may constitute “migrant sovereignties” and “spaces of excep- 
tion” that dispossess certain sites or bodies from national territorial space.’ In a 
study of Doctors without Borders, Peter Redfield provides a nuanced account 
of how humanitarian actors confront ethical and political dilemmas regarding 
the spatial juxtapositions of national territory and transnational humanitari- 
anism. But the geopolitical spaces constituted by regimes of global health se- 
curity, focused on the control of emerging infectious diseases, thus far remain 
less well mapped.’ 

By following Vincent Martin’s global health diplomacy, this chapter traces 
an ethical journey into the pandemic epicenter.’ I found that Martin adopted 
two distinct strategies of access to the epicenter. On the one hand, he adopted 
a strategy of affinity—that is, he cultivated a network of associations with Chi- 
nese state agencies and actors in order to exchange and communicate. Like 
the matrimonial strategies described by Pierre Bourdieu, Martin cultivated 
affinities in order to set people, information, and material goods in motion.!° 
Affinity was often an indirect strategy of access as it passed through the de- 
tour of friendships in order to subsequently access biological materials or key 
information. 

Yet in other moments, Martin adopted another strategy altogether: he 
built equipment that obviated any need for affinity and exchange by moving 
to another plane of reference, a strategy that I call stratification. As we will see, 
this often entailed supplanting political space with representations of ecologi- 
cal space, surpassing the geopolitical strata of territory with concepts such as 
ecosystem or habitat that occupy different scales and spatial forms. In the dis- 
cussion that opened this chapter, for example, Martin’s reference to the known 
occurrence of outbreaks in the region (an ecological unit) juxtaposed with the 
absence of reported outbreaks in China (a geopolitical unit) was intended to 
expose the obstruction of scientific observation by politics. In such moments, 
Martin’s claim that an emergency situation justified global health interventions 
into China resembled the logic of exception deployed by humanitarians. Unlike 
humanitarian interventions, however, Martin did not figure planetary human- 
ity as an ethical imperative for bypassing nation-state sovereignty. Rather, he 
aimed for a technical demonstration of the insignificance of national scale or 


territorial boundary in the ecology of pandemic emergence. 
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SILENT CIRCULATIONS 


By the middle of 2011, Ching’s Ministry of Agriculture had issued several 
statements heralding a remarkable fact: there had been no outbreaks of HPAI 
H5NI for nearly two years. However, as Martin’s skeptical questions make clear, 
not everyone believed that the lack of outbreak reports indicated an absence 
of disease. For one thing, routine avian influenza surveillance programs con- 
ducted by the Moa continued to report the isolation of viruses, as well as se- 
rological evidence of infected birds, despite the lack of sick birds or outbreaks. 
Martin and others began to raise concerns about the silent circulation of H5NI 
viruses throughout the country, which could still cause human infections and 
drive the emergence of new viruses. Almost everyone agreed that the dramatic 
reduction in H§NI outbreaks, but failure to completely eradicate the H5N1 
virus, was a troubling and unexpected consequence of one state initiative: the 
universal immunization of poultry. 

In chapter 3 I noted that the initial FAO strategy for responding to HPAI 
H5NI included three prongs: culling, biosecurity development, and vaccina- 
tion. The FAO was initially reluctant to promote vaccination: the method had 
been applied only in two outbreaks of highly pathogenic avian influenza in 
Mexico and Pakistan, both during the 1990s. Highly pathogenic avian influ- 
enza viruses had been eradicated using culling, movement, and trade controls 
in all other outbreaks since the 1950s. However, as FAO documents show, the 
organization quickly acknowledged that vaccination would be an important 
“ancillary tool” because H5N1 was becoming endemic across the Southeast 
Asian region. 

China’s effort to develop a vaccine for highly pathogenic avian influenza 
began in the 1990s, around the time of the Mexico and Pakistan outbreaks. 
More or less since its inception, the vaccine program has been led by Chen 
Hualan, currently the director of the National Key Laboratory for Animal 
Influenza at the Harbin Veterinary Research Institute (HVRI, in Harbin City, 
Helongjiang Province), itself an institute within the umbrella of the Chinese 
Academy of Agricultural Sciences (CAAS). At the time, Chen was a doctoral 
student in preventive veterinary medicine at the HVRI, under supervision of 
the institute’s director, Yu Kangzhen. Yu is credited with initiating the HPAI 
research program at Harbin, beginning with the import of several influenza 
strains (representing each of the antigens H1-H15) from the Central Veterinary 
Laboratory, Weybridge, United Kingdom. The strains were given to HVRI by 
Dennis Alexander, who led the Weybridge lab.! Yu assigned Chen and four 


other colleagues to work on influenza and specifically on the development of 
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a vaccine. In the first years of her research, Chen recollects that “we couldn’t 
do any basic research because we didn’t have too many strains at that time.”” 
Moreover, although things were better than in the 1980s, equipment remained 
scarce: for instance, she would have to apply two to three weeks in advance in 
order to run material in a PCR machine.” 

After the Harbin lab isolated the H5N1 highly pathogenic avian influenza 
virus from a goose in Guangdong Province in 1996, the national government 
began to support the development of an H5 vaccine for use in poultry.'4 The 
program gained urgent top-level encouragement after the related, but genet- 
ically distinct H5NI virus emerged in Hong Kong in 1997, causing widespread 
poultry outbreaks on farms; causing seventeen human cases, including five 
deaths; and prompting predictions that a pandemic could be imminent. In 
1999, in the midst of this vaccine development work, Chen applied to become 
a postdoctoral researcher with Kanta Subbarao, chief of the Molecular Ge- 
netics Section of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control. For Subbarao and the 
CDC, hiring Chen was a useful opportunity to quickly gain inside knowledge 
on the emerging H5 viruses in China and Hong Kong. Chen, on the other hand, 
gained access to the most advanced techniques of influenza research and vac- 
cine development.” 

Chen’s most important lesson at the CDC was training in an emerging tech- 
nique known as plasmid-based reverse genetics. At a broad level, reverse ge- 
netics refers to the practice of creating genetic mutants and then examining 
what phenotypes appear, the “reverse” of classical genetics approaches that 
attempted to find the genetic basis for a particular, known phenotypic trait. 
Since the 1970s, influenza vaccine production has involved the laboratory cre- 
ation of reassortant viruses that combined antigenic properties with desirable 
attributes sourced from other strains. Usually, this involved recombining the 
high growth rate from a standard laboratory strain (e.g., HINI AO/PR/8), neces- 
sary for industrial manufacturing, with the surface glycoproteins of the anti- 
genically targeted currently circulating strain. However, the production of re- 
assortants by co-infection is “cumbersome and time-consuming” because each 
co-infection event can “theoretically result in the generation of . . . 254 differ- 
ent progeny viruses,” each of which needs to be carefully screened in order 
to select a suitable seed virus.'° Plasmid-based reverse genetics, an innovative 
technique first developed in labs associated with Peter Palese and Robert Web- 
ster in the late 1990s, promised a much faster, and more fine-tuned, process of 
artificial recombination and strain selection.” 

Chen returned to Harbin in 2002. Soon after, the laboratory developed an 


inactivated vaccine built from a low-pathogenic H5N2 virus, one among the 
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low-path viruses originally sourced from Weybridge. In 2003 the government 
approved the vaccine for use, first in Guangdong Province farms that raised 
chickens exclusively for export to Hong Kong and Macau, and then later for 
more widespread use. Almost immediately after the vaccine was approved, the 
HSNI virus “reemerged” in Hong Kong and spread throughout Southeast Asia. 

In response, China’s MOA began to conduct “buffer zone vaccination” in 
and around outbreak sites using the inactivated H5N2 vaccine. In 2004, 2.5 
billion vaccine doses were used.!° However, as Chen Hualan noted in a review 
of the vaccine program, the vaccine was “not ideal” because the “seed virus ex- 
hibited antigenic diversity with the prevalent H5NI strains circulating in China 
at that time?” In addition, the seed virus did not grow well in eggs, making it a 
poor choice for large-scale industrial vaccine production.” In order to produce 
an antigenically better match, Chen and the Harbin lab began building a new 
vaccine from scratch in the laboratory. Using plasmid-based reverse genetics 
techniques, they created a reassortant seed virus that combined the antigen- 
binding genes (HA and NA) from the 1996 Guangdong goose H5NI virus with 
internal genes taken from a high-growth influenza A virus. The technique also 
eliminated the genes for high virulence, making the vaccines safer to use. As a 
published reflection from one of the lab members points out, plasmid-based re- 
verse genetics “solved all of the problems we had faced in the research on avian 
influenza vaccines”? Chen and her team named this vaccine Re-1, meaning 
“first reassortant vaccine.” 

China began using the Re-1 vaccine concurrently with the inactivated 
H5N2 vaccine in 2004 for buffer zone vaccination. Production was supplied by 
a limited number of government-approved pharmaceutical companies, includ- 
ing the Harbin Weike Biotechnology Development Company, a “state-owned” 
enterprise partially owned by the Harbin Veterinary Research Institute itself.” 
Although the vaccine was effective in controlling outbreaks, it was soon clear 
that vaccinating in response to outbreaks was not preventing the emergence 
of new outbreaks. Chen remarks in a published reflection that in 2005, “epi- 
demiological studies indicated that all the prior outbreaks had occurred in 
farms that did not vaccinate or vaccinated with unqualified vaccines.’** Under 
pressure from the World Health Organization to control outbreaks before 
they seeded a pandemic, China took a dramatic and unprecedented step. On 
November 11 the Ministry of Agriculture issued a new policy standard that 
stipulated mandatory universal immunization of all poultry in China against H5 
highly pathogenic avian influenza. By universal immunization, the new policy 
literally required the vaccination of “too percent” of poultry (including chick- 


ens, ducks, and geese)—estimated to be around 14 billion birds.” 
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Although supporting vaccination, officials from international agencies 
such as the FAO immediately expressed skepticism over the scale of the im- 
munization policy: how to get vaccines to so many birds across such a large 
territory, particularly considering that many are “loose” (not raised in enclosed 
housing) on so-called backyard farms?” A closer look at the policy shows that 
the target of “100 percent” was to be achieved by dividing poultry farms into 
“routine” and “scattered poultry” (sanyang jiaqin) types, a distinction linked to 
broader distinctions in Ching’s agricultural development programs that I dis- 
cussed in chapter 3.” The distinction between “routine” and “sanyang” immu- 
nization reflected two completely different mechanisms addressed to two differ- 
ent types of farm. On the one hand, so-called scale farms ( guimo yangzhichang) 
were required to conduct routine vaccination using their own veterinary 
staff and equipment. Routine immunization protocols required vaccinating 
all birds when they were fourteen days old, then three weeks later injecting a 
booster vaccine, and vaccinating again every six months.”8 This immunization 
would be recorded by county-level veterinary agencies and in some cases veri- 
fied by postvaccination serology. By contrast, government agencies directly 
conducted immunization of all sanyang poultry in annual campaigns each 
spring and fall.”? 

The impact of what I am calling the geopolitical strata of the pandemic 
epicenter becomes clear here. In the vaccine program, China linked biotech- 
nological innovation with industrial manufacturing and a mass campaign in- 
tervention model with roots in the Mao era.*° The policy, which made univer- 
sal immunization both mandatory and free of charge, resembles emergency 
health campaigns to control schistosomiasis and SARS, but with one crucial 
difference: the campaigns shifted the object of national intervention from 
humans to birds. By imposing a poultry immunization program at the scale of 
the national territory, China extended the domain of national biosovereignty 
over the living bodies and populations of chickens, ducks, and geese. 

In doing so, this national intervention produced significant effects on the 
landscape and ecology of the epicenter. Widespread, or near universal, vac- 
cination transformed the ecology of the H5N1 epidemic in a number of pos- 
sible ways. Most controversially, some Hong Kong scientists speculated that 
vaccination in China may have enabled the emergence of new strains of in- 
fluenza through a process of escape and evolutionary selection.”! Representa- 
tives from China’s Ministry of Agriculture and the Foreign Ministry denied 
the accusation and claimed that surveillance programs showed “no distinct 
changes in biological characteristics” of the virus.” Many observers suggested 


that China’s universal vaccination program had not eliminated the circulation 
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of the virus but only rendered it invisible. Whatever the case, China’s poultry 
immunization program undoubtedly remade the biological immunity of avian 
populations, shifting the host ecology of influenza at a national scale. 

The global health response to the HPAI H5N1 outbreak, and in particular 
FAO’s programs to contain the emerging virus “at source,” directly confronted 
the overlay of China’s national biopolitics upon the cultural landscapes and 
viral ecologies of the pandemic epicenter. In the rest of the chapter I follow 
Vincent Martin’s journey into the epicenter, focusing on his role in establish- 
ing and directing the FAO Emergency Center in China. I trace how the Emer- 
gency Center’s pathway intersected with the geopolitical strata of national bio- 
sovereignty, leading to displacements of global health diplomacy toward new 
networks of affinity. 


THE EMERGENCY CENTER 


Immediately following the reemergence of HPAI H5NI in 2003, as the FAO 
began to develop a strategy for controlling pandemic influenza “at source,” Mar- 
tin wrote a two-page concept note outlining the design of an Emergency Center 
for Transboundary Animal Diseases (ECTAD) at the FAO headquarters in Rome. 
As Martin described to me, the concept note emphasized new pathways of col- 
laboration: “Within FAO we also realized that the magnitude of the problem re- 
quired a different approach, more coordination, a multidisciplinary approach, 
having a transversal approach to this problem, and we were not organized this 
way within FAO; we had our different departments, and services, working on 
animal health, on animal production, or economics, and we realized we needed 
a platform of experts from different horizons to work on this crisis.” 

The logic of emergency inscribed new lines across the institutional form of 
the FAO, bringing together specialists from different disciplines to analyze in- 
formation about the emerging outbreak. Yet the validation and interpretation 
of reports from national governments remained a challenge. As one ECTAD 
staff member reported, “We quickly reach the limit of our system. We need 
expertise in the corridor to recognise what is going on.” As this staff member 
complained about one (unnamed) country, “If they report, it’s because every- 
one already knows. The key question, when it gets serious, is the high level of 
expertise we need in the corridor. It is more and more difficult to find good 
people.”® As a result, the FAO began to shift experimental systems and bio- 
security interventions toward the epicenter, juxtaposing the transversal geom- 
etry of collaboration with the long-standing international orderings of the UN 


organization. 
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At first, the response remained framed within the FAO policy known as 
technical cooperation. Established in 1976, the Technical Cooperation Pro- 
gram (TCP) shaped largely top-down transfers of technical knowledge and 
aimed for what historian Amy Staples calls “the transfer of expertise” from 
developed to developing nations.*4 According to the Tcp Manual, “The Techni- 
cal Cooperation Programme .. . aims to provide FAO’s technical expertise to its 
Member countries through targeted, short term, catalytic projects. These proj- 
ects address technical problems in the field of agriculture, fisheries, forestry 
and rural livelihood that prevent Member countries, either individually or col- 
lectively, from implementing their development programmes.” More specifi- 
cally, “TCP projects aim to fill the critical technical gaps by providing technical 
inputs that are not available locally, or that project beneficiaries cannot access 
through their own means, or through local support systems.”” 

This TCP model is rooted in the logic of technical internationalism that 
guides the FAO’s developmental work, largely in common with other Bretton 
Woods and UN agencies. Indeed, the first director-general, John Boyd Orr, 
once described the FAO as “an international extension agency.” He argued that 
“the resources and powers entrusted to FAO are woefully limited in relation to 
[its] far-reaching objectives. It cannot order particular policies to be adopted; 
it can only advise, educate, and persuade. It cannot embark on the execu- 
tive functions of purchase and procurement in order to stimulate output and 
equalize distribution; it can only recommend, demonstrate, and discuss.”*° In 
part because of this advisory, rather than executive, function, the FAO often 
articulated the international as a technical and humanitarian domain distinct 
from politics.’ 

In the initial response to the reemergence of HPAI H5NI, the FAO estab- 
lished TCP agreements with many countries in the region. TCPs are paid for 
out of FAO general funds, rather than by funds from donor countries, which 
enables a more rapid response to events. However, a national government must 
make a formal request for technical assistance in order for a TCP to be autho- 
rized. In this regard, most countries made requests for laboratory training or 
laboratory equipment, but China was different. As Martin explained to me in 


conversation, 


[the FAO] sent a different kind of expert [to China]. . . . For them, strength- 
ening laboratory capacity was not a big issue. So we knew there was a na- 
tional reference laboratory in Harbin, we knew they had huge capacity to 
produce vaccines and different types of vaccine according to the strains, 


so this is not where we put the emphasis. We did put the emphasis more 
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on surveillance and epidemiology, and this is how we realized, during this 
project, but it was also my observation, the weakest link was really in epi- 
demiology. They were very capable of possibly, well, diagnosing the disease, 
typing the type of virus, sequencing the virus, producing the vaccine, and 
having a sound control strategy. All that was kind of OK, but the missing 
link was really on the capacity to understand the big picture, of the disease, 
the ecology of the disease, where it is, how does it spread, where are the 
most high-risk areas, how are we to better target our vaccination strategy 


or our surveillance system in live-bird markets. 


Most of the initial FAO TCP “emergency assistance” donation of $387,097 
to China was earmarked to “gradually strengthen national capacity in epide- 
miological investigations,” with a small sum given for laboratory diagnostics.’ 
The FAO hired one national veterinarian, Cai Haifeng, a career employee of 
the China Animal Health and Epidemiology Center (CAHEC, formerly known 
as the Animal Quarantine Institute), to begin early epidemiological work on 
avian influenza in China. 

Yet Martin remained frustrated by the top-down vertical lines of technical 
cooperation. By 2005, he began “pushing for having an ECTAD office also in 
China because I thought that it was meaningless to work in all the surrounding 
countries, trying to curb the spread of disease, while the epicenter—if we may 
say so—was in China in a way and it was not good just to have remote collabo- 
rations with them.’ Martin explained that the ongoing TCP project aided his 
request for clearance from the Ministry of Agriculture. However, because the 
ECTAD China office would entail the full-time presence of an “international 
expert” (Martin himself), he still worked for more than a year to successfully 
get this clearance. As he told me, China “was also quite difficult to get in, to 
have such a close relationship . . . as we had with the other countries.” 

The displacement of the Emergency Center to China began to crisscross 
the FAO’s structure of technical internationalism with new lines of collabora- 
tion. Martin located the Emergency Center office in Sanlitun, Beijing’s inter- 
national diplomatic district, at some distance from the FAO Representation in 
China, which has offices in the commercial center of Guomao. The Emergency 
Center was on the fifteenth floor of a twin high-rise office tower, surrounded 
by quiet, tree-lined streets that mostly contained older diplomatic compounds. 
The United Nations, the World Health Organization, and countless interna- 
tional NGOs had offices nearby. Martin explained to me that the ECTAD national 
and regional offices are mostly independent from the FAO country offices, such 


as the FAO representation in China. Instead, they are all linked directly to the 
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central Rome headquarters and the ECTAD office there. Moreover, their fund- 
ing comes almost exclusively from direct, project-based donations by donor 
countries rather than from FAO general funds. The Emergency Center office 
in Beijing, for instance, is funded almost exclusively by donations from the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID). This indepen- 
dence enabled significant flexibility in its projects and programs, which skirted 
around some of the diplomatic formalism built into the FAO’s international 
structure. 

However, the FAO’s technical internationalism remained powerful, creat- 
ing a very different context for collaboration compared with university research 
or NGO-led health interventions. Traditionally, the FAO has always stressed 
the “international” character of the staff at the headquarters in Rome. Andre 
Mayer, an early chair of the FAO Executive Committee, recalled that after 
one year “of seeking in turn advice from Chinese or Hindu, New Zealander 
or South African, South or North American, or from a European colleague,” 
he came to realize “that their hearts and minds are in agreement on problems 
which concern all of them and that they think only of solving them for the 
common welfare, [so] one can look upon the future with hope.” As early as 
1952, the FAO employed technical experts from forty-one countries.*° 

At the same time, the offices located inside member states, including the 
emergency centers, maintain a rigid institutional distinction between “inter- 
national” and “national” staff. Aside from Martin, every staff member of the 
Beijing Emergency Center is a Chinese citizen and is formally referred to as 
“national” staff. When the Emergency Center posted hiring calls for such posi- 
tions, it always specified the attribute “national” in the job title, indicating that 
they sought a citizen of the host member state. Cai Haifeng, for instance, held 
the title of “national technical advisor.” 

The FAO ECTAD office often invites specialists in a variety of fields to 
China: coming from as far away as the United States and Australia or as near as 
Thailand. The FAO refers to these visits as “missions” (including assessments, 
lectures, or training courses). The specialists are always identified as “inter- 
national experts.” In my own consulting contracts with the FAO, I have been 
referred to as an “anthropologist-international expert” and “international con- 
sultant in medical anthropology.’ Sometimes the need to insert “international” 
could produce awkward-sounding sentences. Under the headline “Interna- 
tional Health Experts Visiting China,’ a 2009 article from China HpaI High- 
lights (the newsletter published by the Emergency Center) reports that “three 
animal health international experts” visited the Emergency Center in Beijing. 


These visitors are experts in the field of animal health, but their expertise 
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is also qualified as having an international source and character, despite the 
strange phrasing that results. 

The Emergency Center office layout reiterated this vision of the relation- 
ship between national and international in its architectural plan. The “na- 
tional” staff all work at computers in small, semi-enclosed cubicles within the 
main office. On the side of the room nearest the entrance, Cai Haifeng, the 
most senior national staff member, works inside a glass-enclosed office. Next 
to this is another glass room with a conference table, where meetings with 
visitors typically take place. On the far end of the main room, a small open- 
ing leads into Martin’s corner office, separated from the rest of the space by 
a short baffle passage rather than a door. This passageway gives the interna- 
tional senior technical coordinator a physical independence from the rest of 
the office—both sound and sight are blocked—while maintaining an opening 
for communication. Whenever I was in Martin’s office, staff members would 
enter with a question or a piece of news, or Martin would pass outward to pick 
up a printout or to follow up on an email. The glass walls of the conference 
room expressed an ideal of transparency and public oversight: discussions in- 
side could be seen, though not heard, from any point of the main office space. 
The senior technical coordinator’s office, by contrast, both marked a border 
between international and national status and facilitated movement across 
it. More broadly, although the Emergency Center institutionally inscribed a 
boundary between “international” and “national,” as we will see this boundary 
was less an impermeable border (or even a solid, but transparent, glass wall) 
than it was a synapse or passage: the distinction between international and na- 
tional created transboundary openings that moved expertise into the epicenter 


and virus samples, genome sequences, and research data out. 


DETOUR AND ACCESS 


Running along the header of every document issued by the Beijing Emer- 
gency Center is a remarkable logo. On a red ground that resembles a billowing 
Chinese flag, a chicken and a duck stand face-to-face, drawn in white silhou- 
ette. In their hand-like wings, the birds hold glasses of red wine aloft and barely 
touching as if only a moment ago each had urged their counterpart to drink a 
celebratory toast (see figure 5.1). 

The logo, which Martin crafted himself with the help of a design company, 
expresses normative ambivalence toward relationships of communion and 
communication. To anyone working amid the bird-flu crisis, the clink-clink of 


glasses and sharing of wine by duck and chicken contains an unsettling irony: 
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Emergency Center 
for Transboundary Animal 
Diseases (ECTAD) in CHINA 


Emergency control of HPAI 
OSRO/RAS/604/USA 


FIGURE 5.1. The logo of the Emergency Center. 


after all, research suggests that contact between ducks and chickens plays a 
significant role in the emergence and persistence of highly pathogenic avian 
influenza viruses. 

Yet on another plane, the logo also evokes Martin’s ideal of collaboration 
and his vision for the ECTAD office in Beijing. At one of our first meetings, 
Martin told me that he faced two challenges to collaboration, challenges that 
at the time seemed to me incredibly heterogeneous: veterinarians don’t want 
to work with medical doctors, and China doesn’t want to share influenza se- 
quence data with the FAO. As the logo suggests, Martin’s approach to China’s 
unwillingness to share sequence data was not public outrage or critique but 
rather the building of relationships across difference, reframing international 
work in the terms of interdisciplinary collaboration. In this reading the wine 
shared by the two birds stands for the shared work across disciplines or territo- 
rial borders. And in the many ECTAD meetings or events I attended in Beijing, 
often jointly organized with China’s Ministry of Agriculture, this metaphor 
approached the literal, when Martin or the Chinese hosts inevitably stood and 
asked us, in the Chinese phrase, to ganbei (empty our cups). 

Drinking alcohol, and especially drinking baijiu (a white liquor usually 
made from sorghum), is an important component of banquets in China’s busi- 
ness and bureaucratic circles. Banquets are sites for cultivating ganging, or sen- 


timent relations, among participants, and they help to extend and strengthen 
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guanxi relationship networks. Banquets are efficacious but not strictly instru- 
mental: the reciprocal exchange of toasts produces new spaces of shared sen- 
timent that can persist long after the warm glow of the alcohol fades away. 
Although most popular culture references to banquets and baijiu focus on 
China’s business worlds, banquets are also common within professional and 
bureaucratic sectors such as medicine and public health.“ 

Discussions of guanxi and banquets are ubiquitous in the anthropological 
literature. They are usually depicted as an archetypical Chinese cultural form, 
even if one that has increased in importance during the post-Mao era of rapid 
economic growth.” Therefore, little attention has been given to the role of ban- 
queting in transnational spaces, beyond a few anthropologists reflecting anec- 
dotally about their own experiences as a foreign guest. Yet it soon became clear 
to me that banquets were an important part of how the Emergency Center got 
its work done in China, even if the actors could in no way be said to share a 
“local moral world” in common.” By contrast, for Martin banqueting and other 
guanxi-like affinity practices were precisely about working with difference, or 
strategically engaging with how he understood things got done in China. Mar- 
tin told me, for example, that the Emergency Center logo was partly an allusion 
to what he called “baijiu parties” that he had conducted as he sought to get 
Chinese government approval for various influenza research projects. Banquets, 
or baijiu parties, helped break down boundaries of difference, including politi- 
cal boundaries, in order to make new forms of collaboration possible. Through 
these liquor-filled banquets, the staff from the Emergency Center could trans- 
form the transnational relations of communication, increasing the flow of viral 
samples or sequences from China to the international agency, for instance, 
without resorting to the unconditional demand for transparency. 

In 2009 Martin organized one of the Emergency Center’s first projects in 
China: a research trip to Poyang Lake to collect samples of HsNI virus. As I dis- 
cussed in previous chapters, Poyang Lake had recently attracted attention from 
global health agencies as a possible pandemic epicenter. When Martin put for- 
ward his proposal for a sampling study at Poyang, however, the Ministry of Ag- 
riculture flatly refused the first request for research clearance. Still, Martin was 
not deterred. “You talk to a few people, drink a little baijiu, and all of a sudden 
you're among the birds at the lake,” he told me. A report later published as the 
first issue of China HPAI Highlights, the newsletter of the Emergency Center, de- 


clared the mission a success, particularly highlighting evidence of collaboration: 


The project, funded by Sweden, collected samples from domestic ducks 


farmed near Poyang Lake and was very successful in bringing together 
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mission members with Jiangxi Province veterinary services and local vet- 
erinary authorities to work collaboratively in the field. All parties were ul- 
timately able to agree on the methodology; and, proper sample collection 
techniques were demonstrated and used in executing the project. ... The 
working relationships formed as a result of this project are very valuable to 
FAO’s continued work in China to combat HPAI. This field mission can be 
considered a success on many fronts, and we believe that similar field data 
collection efforts in the future are more likely to be accepted and successful 
as a result of this project. Approximately 60 epidemiologists and laboratory 


staff were trained during this mission.“ 


The Poyang Lake project reflects a mutation in the form of the FAO’s model 
of “technical assistance” and, as a result, an important change to how the FAO 
structured relations between the “international” and the “national.” As I noted 
above, technical assistance often takes the form of training programs, aiming 
for the “replication of experts?” # The Poyang Lake project, for example, involved 
the training of sixty epidemiologists and laboratory staff. Yet the hierarchical 
and pedagogical form of technical assistance seems to stand in tension with the 
language of “work[ing] collaboratively in the field” used in the newsletter to dis- 
cuss the project. Through this juxtaposition of hierarchical and horizontal re- 
lationships, the Poyang Lake project reconfigured “technical assistance” as one 
half of a reciprocal exchange. No longer understood in the mode of aid, training 
was exchanged for access to research sites and restricted materials inside the 
pandemic epicenter (in particular, viral samples from birds). 

As the report in China Hra Highlights makes clear, the movement of data 
or expertise from one hand to another was not the only product of these ex- 
changes. Much like guanxi gifts and favors, these exchanges also produced 
relationships—“working relationships,” as the newsletter puts it. In turn, these 
relationships opened toward a future of subsequent exchanges, in which “simi- 
lar field data collection efforts in the future are more likely to be accepted and 
successful.” Rather than technical assistance as a form of development aid, tech- 


nical transfer became a tool for building affinity and accessing the epicenter. 


NETWORK ANALYSIS 


When I first met Martin in 2010, he was in the midst of analyzing the re- 
sults from a study he designed that examined the interconnections between 
live-poultry markets in southern China. At this time, many believed that live- 


poultry markets carried particularly high risk for avian influenza, primarily 
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because of the crowded conditions at the market, the stress caused by travel 
that could lower immune resistance, and the mixing of species and sources of 
poultry. Many human cases of avian influenza had also been traced to markets. 

Martin’s project aimed to chart how markets were linked to one another 
and then, by using tools from social network analysis, examine whether the de- 
gree of connectivity was correlated with markets where H5NI viruses had been 
isolated. In order to develop this analysis, the study needed two kinds of infor- 
mation: first, data on the trading connections between different live-poultry 
markets, and second, data on influenza outbreaks or the isolation of viruses 
in the selected markets. In the first preliminary analysis, Martin excitedly told 
me, a statistician found correlations between markets where H5NI viruses were 
isolated and markets that were “k-cores” of the network—that is, hubs at the 
center of the network. In subsequent reanalysis, unfortunately, the correla- 
tion disappeared. Still, Martin was convinced that k-core was significant, that 
proximity to core (in this case, several poultry markets in Hunan Province) was 
more important than number of connections in the spread of H5NI. 

As I spent more time with Martin at the Emergency Center, I quickly 
learned that networks—or more precisely, the cultivation of qualitative 
networks—played as large a role in the ethical and political process of data 
collection as they did in the scientific analysis of results.4° Much as with the 
Poyang Lake study I mentioned above, Martin designed the live-poultry mar- 
ket study as an exchange of training for access to biological materials and infor- 
mation. The study took place in three provinces of southern China—Hunan, 
Yunnan, and Guangxi—that are included within the ecological region that is 
known as the pandemic epicenter. But there was a more pressing reason why 
these particular provinces were chosen: provincial Center for Animal Disease 
Control (CADC) leaders agreed to allow the training and research project to take 
place there, whereas wealthier provinces in the same ecological zone, such as 
Guangdong and Shanghai municipality, which already had well-developed vet- 
erinary inspection teams, refused offers of technical assistance. 

Cai Haifeng led the data-collection portion of the study, along with the 
Emergency Center’s national veterinary epidemiologist, Gao Lili. Cai and Gao 
traveled to each province, where they selected ten markets based on size, trade, 
and hygiene practices that were believed to be “representative” of the poul- 
try marketing practices in those provinces. First, the Emergency Center staff 
trained both provincial and municipal (shi)-level CADC veterinarians in a stan- 
dard protocol for collection of virological samples. During the following days, 
the Emergency Center staff and all of the trainees went to a local live-poultry 


market in order to demonstrate and exercise the sampling protocol. Typically, 
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one CADC vet would hold a bird with its wings stretched back, in an effort 
to immobilize it, while a second CADC vet took a cloacal and tracheal swab. 
For the Emergency Center, the study design enabled access through aid: the 
training exercise involved the actual collection of samples from a live-poultry 
market for virological testing. Indeed, as Gao explained to me, because of 
China’s decentralized bureaucratic authority, the training needed to include 
both provincial- and municipal-level CADC veterinarians: only the lower-level 
municipal bureau has formal authority over the markets within their jurisdic- 
tion, and thus including them was the prerequisite for access. 

However, the negotiation of networks did not end there, for access on its 
own soon appeared to be insufficient. Although the training-based study de- 
sign successfully accomplished the collection of cloacal and tracheal swabs for 
virological study, after collection the samples were moved to provincial CADC 
laboratories for investigation. Unfortunately, the provincial labs reported that 
all samples tested negative for influenza virus. (A similar result occurred in 
a Poyang Lake study conducted by Scott Newman on another occasion. As 
Newman noted about that other study, “I could believe there were no H5NI 
HPAI viruses, perhaps, but no influenzas?”) Skeptical of the result, Martin then 
negotiated for 30 percent of the samples to be forwarded to the National Key 
Laboratory for Avian Influenza in Harbin. Once there, Martin noted simply, 
“There were quite a few positives.” 

In addition to biological samples, the study also collected information on 
poultry trade patterns and hygiene practices in order to describe the “network” 
of live-poultry markets. Gao Lili led this effort, which focused on an interview- 
based survey of market managers and a select sample of poultry traders. A 
lengthy list of questions primarily aimed to track where traders sourced their 
birds and where they sold them, a heuristic for identifying connections among 
different markets. Although the survey did not involve a training component, 
Gao still brought two or three CADC vets along with her because she could not 
speak any of the local dialects. Gao was unsatisfied with the results of their 
translation, she told me. Perhaps because the CADC vets did not completely 
understand the purpose of her questioning or perhaps because they had their 
own motivations, by the time the answer came back to her, retranslated, it 
was compressed and almost useless. The vendors, to be sure, were not all that 
forthcoming. Probably, Gao felt, they were afraid that government authori- 
ties might close them down or were afraid about the theft of valuable busi- 
ness information. It did not help that the caDc officials accompanied her, with 
white lab coats, clipboards, and the rest. As a result, she had to develop her 


own interpretive strategies for validating the statements that vendors made. 
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When she asked the vendors how many birds had died, many would say that no 
birds died: “If people said zero, we knew it wasn’t true. If they said five to eight 
percent, it meant there was normal death. If they said twenty to thirty percent, 
it meant there was an epidemic.” 

Gao started going to the markets at night, long after the official survey was 
over, and looking around on her own. One evening she encountered a trans- 
porter who sold poultry from his truck to the wholesale vendors at the market, 
who serendipitously happened to be from somewhere near Gao’s own home- 
town in the northern province of Henan. Gao told me that she immediately 
began speaking with the transporter in a regional dialect, and as a result the 
conversation took on an intimate and free character: an intimacy not possible, 
Gao felt, in the Mandarin lingua franca. They were both far from home. And in 
the course of this conversation, the transporter told her something completely 
unexpected: he purchased his poultry in the far north of China, sometimes as 
far as Heilongjiang Province (more than 3,500 kilometers away), and sold them 
in the southern cities of Guangxi Province. 

The encounter became almost legendary in the Emergency Center. It 
opened up a completely new understanding of the dynamics of poultry trade. 
It stretched the ecology of the so-called influenza epicenter far beyond south- 
ern China, where most previous research had located it. Gao’s ability to trans- 
late from the dialect to the national and the international made the otherwise 
invisible extent of unofficial poultry trade visible. The encounter produced a 
distinctive kind of truth statement, one that constantly circulated inside the 
Emergency Center, guiding the interpretive meaning ascribed to the analytics 
of poultry trade networks. In public presentations, Martin often spoke of it 
too. In one public talk, for instance, when Martin presented the results of the 
network study, he explained that even before they conducted the quantitative 
analytics, the team “could see already that there was some long-distance trade 
going on in several provinces.” Yet Gao’s finding could never become a true 
scientific fact, in the sense that it would never be included in any published 
articles. 

In the previous section I described the boundary between international 
and national inside the Emergency Center. In the live-poultry market study 
this boundary played an important role in the center’s division of scientific 
labor. The more senior national staff members, Cai Haifeng and Gao Lili, col- 
lected the data “in collaboration,” as they called it, with provincial and mu- 
nicipal veterinary services. The Chinese Harbin Key Laboratory for Avian In- 
fluenza sequenced the virological specimens and sent digested reports to the 


Emergency Center. Once the sequences and accompanying surveys had been 
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delivered to the Beijing Emergency Center, however, Martin conducted all of 
the analysis, with the help of Ricardo Magalhaes, an “international veterinary 
epidemiologist based in Queensland University.” 

Magalhaes came to China for only brief visits of five days or less. He ex- 
plained to me that he plans these trips carefully in order to accomplish all of 
the tasks that will require working with national staff during the short stay. 
Most of the numerical and statistical analysis he works on by himself back in 
Australia. When I met him on his last day in Beijing, he worked until six “wrap- 
ping things up”; then we all went to the famous Silk Market in Sanlitun, where 
a national staff member helped Magalhães buy toys and other inexpensive sou- 
venir products for his family before dinner. The lower levels of prestige awarded 
to technical data production, as opposed to analysis and journal-article writing, 
lies deep in the modern sciences.” In the projects of the Emergency Center, 
this hierarchy of prestige is mapped onto the distinction between national and 
international status.*® When Gao Lili explained the results of the study to me, 
she reaffirmed that a deep separation divided the production of data from the 
methodology of analysis. She described her experiences at the markets in some 
detail, explaining how she collected virological samples and conducted surveys 
of poultry traders. She confidently explained the results of the study to me. She 
then noted, however, that she “won't speculate or comment on the statistical 
methodology employed by Martin and Ricardo.” Moreover, although both Cai 
and Gao are included as coauthors in the resulting publications, the other “col- 
laborators” from national, provincial, or municipal veterinary institutes are not. 

Gao Lili’s own career, however, reveals that this boundary between inter- 
national and national is not a fixed ascription of status, but rather sets people 
and things into motion. Gao was born in Henan and took a bachelor’s degree 
at Henan Agricultural University, graduating in 2000. After graduation, she 
began working as a lecturer at the Henan Institute of Science and Technol- 
ogy. She soon enrolled in a master’s program in preventive veterinary medi- 
cine, studying with Chen Hualan at the National Key Laboratory for Avian 
Influenza in Harbin. In 2005, following the reemergence of the H5NI virus, the 
Ministry of Agriculture sent her abroad to study for a master’s in veterinary 
public health, a degree at that time not offered in China. She attended a joint 
program held in part at the Free University of Berlin and in part at Changmai 
University in Thailand. 

When I worked with her at conferences or training programs, Gao more 
than once remarked on the different pedagogical style she had discovered 
abroad. In China, veterinary science is taught almost entirely through text- 


books. This was a mode very familiar to her, both from her time as a student 
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and through her own teaching experience. But in Berlin, she recalled that the 
professors assigned students to conduct field investigations. In one exercise, 
for example, they asked students to go to slaughterhouses to learn about food- 
safety regulations and how they were administered in practice. In Germany 
each class had fewer students than is typical in China. Classes were structured 
in a seminar style, with students and the professor seated at a round table to- 
gether discussing the topic of the day. Finally, rather than lecturing on facts 
and theories for the students to commit to memory by rote, the professor often 
began with a problem and asked the students to come up with a solution. 

Gao took this “international” standpoint in order to criticize China’s veter- 
inary education, and she sought access to the international domain—through 
special training programs and the like—in order to increase her own abilities 
as a veterinary scientist. At the same time, in projects such as the live-poultry 
market study, she also cultivated a distinctive position at the boundary of the 
national and the international that enabled her to produce unique scientific 
values. In Gao’s own career, the Emergency Center therefore provided two 
mechanisms of value creation. On the one hand, the international stood as a 
source of value for Chinese veterinarians like herself; by going to Germany to 
study and even by working at the Emergency Center, Gao could increase her 
own value as a veterinary scientist. On the other hand, the Emergency Center 
depended on her to remain on the national side of the boundary line, because 
it was from there that she could best translate local situations into globally cir- 
culating truths. As a result, these two mechanisms for mobilizing the bound- 
ary between international and national sometimes stood at odds. Having ac- 
cumulated enough value through her work of translation, Gao suddenly left 
the Emergency Center in the late summer of 2011, while Martin was away on 
vacation. She had been recruited by another international veterinary expert 
(who had recently visited the Emergency Center on an FAO mission) to study 
for a PhD in veterinary epidemiology at a Canadian university. When Martin 
returned to Beijing and found she had left, he was shocked and disappointed. 
In his eyes, he explained to me, Gao had revealed herself to be “opportunistic” 
by moving onward as soon as a better situation appeared. But it was the Emer- 


gency Center that had created the opportunities. 


FIELD GUIDE TO THE EPICENTER 


Some time after he established the Emergency Center in Beijing, Vincent 
Martin, always mobile, began studying for a PhD in spatial ecology under the 


supervision of Marius Gilbert at the University of Brussels Spatial Epidemiology 
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Lab. As part of his dissertation research, Martin collaborated with Gilbert to 
develop a spatial risk model for China, comparable to the one Gilbert had de- 
veloped for Thailand. However, the invisibility of silent virus circulation made 
the development of this spatial ecological risk model quite different from Gil- 
bert’s earlier models. 

First, the data necessary for building the models were much more difficult 
to access. As I describe in chapter 2, Gilbert’s Thailand study was based on 
data collected by the incredibly thorough active-surveillance program known 
as the X-Ray Survey. The data were collected over a one-month period during 
the second-wave epidemic in 2005. Active surveillance means that the teams 
actively sought out cases in every district rather than waiting for reports of 
outbreaks to trickle in. Moreover, the X-Ray Survey combined laboratory- 
supported surveillance for HsNI avian influenza with a simultaneous survey 
of poultry populations, another crucial data source. Neither virus surveillance 
nor poultry surveys were as comprehensive, consistent, or accessible in China, 
particularly in the more recent years when no outbreaks were reported. Poul- 
try population statistics, for example, vary from province to province in terms 
of the how animals are categorized, with some provinces reporting numbers 
that distinguish chickens and ducks, and others reporting only aggregated 
poultry numbers. As a result, in the China study Gilbert relied on numbers 
from the FAO’s global livestock population modeling program, “Gridded Live- 
stock of the World,’ rather than provincial census data. 

On the other hand, the silent circulation of the H5N1 virus also meant 
that the purpose and utility of making an ecological risk map was quite 
different. In Thailand, widespread culling of poultry discovered during the 
X-Ray eliminated the H5NI virus. It did not return. By the time Gilbert began 
his Thailand study, he was working with archival data that represented what 
would best be described as an archival situation. As a result, Gilbert’s study 
was not designed to provide tools for epidemic control in Thailand. Rather, 
Gilbert aimed primarily to produce what he called “generalisable” tools and 
facts about avian influenza risk. Through the authority attributed to his 
models by scientific publication, Gilbert hoped to construct scientific facts 
that would be true not only for Thailand but also elsewhere. As Gilbert and 
colleagues state, “The model of HPAI Hs5NI virus risk developed in Thailand 
with the data from the second epidemic wave maintains its predictive power 
when applied to other epidemic waves or other regions, indicating that the 
model can be extrapolated in space and time”? To this end, Gilbert “vali- 
dated” the study by using the model to develop and test risk maps of Cambo- 


dia, Laos, and Vietnam. 
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In the extrapolation of the model to China, although facts could still be 
constructed and articles published, the primary purpose and use of the result- 
ing maps were quite different. Whereas HPAI H5NI was only a historical, ar- 
chival problem in Thailand, in China avian flu was becoming more or less an 
endemic problem. At the same time, the circulation of viruses was largely in- 
visible and unreported. Given this situation, the Emergency Center staff used 
the maps of risk distribution as a heuristic substitute for outbreak reports in order 
to guide the location of biosecurity interventions into the pandemic epicenter. 
In a characteristic shift, the modeling of ecological risks substituted for the 
bureaucratic chain of surveillance and outbreak reporting. 

When Martin invited and supported Gilbert’s geo-spatial risk model in 
China, he was not only interested in building models that could lead to general 
facts about influenza risk (for instance, demonstrating the hypothetical impor- 
tance of free-grazing ducks). Rather, Martin hoped to locate zones of high risk 
inside China. Along with Gilbert, he hoped to create an analytic device that 
could orient where to conduct scientific research and guide practical interven- 
tions on the hypothetical source of pandemic influenza. This was not so much 
a model of the pandemic epicenter as field guide. 

The China geo-spatial risk model took risk factors previously identified as 
significant in the Thailand studies—for example, duck populations and rice- 
cropping intensity—and tested their correlation with archival data on influ- 
enza distribution in China. These data come from the Veterinary Bulletin, a 
newsletter published monthly—in Chinese—by the Ministry of Agriculture. 
The data include two types: reported outbreaks of HPAI H5NI for the years 2007 
to 2009, and the positive samples of H5N1 collected by the Harbin lab during 
postvaccination surveillance over the same period. Because it is published only 
in Chinese, its contents remain limited to Chinese readers. In the case of the 
risk map study, therefore, a key—but low-prestige—data-analysis role was pro- 
vided to the “national” staff members of the Emergency Center, especially Cai 
Haifeng. Their task was simply to translate the data points from the Chinese- 
language charts in the Veterinary Bulletin into an English-language spreadsheet. 
In the final paper, Cai is credited as having “contributed reagents/materials/ 
analysis tools.”*! 

Once Marius Gilbert had entered these data into the models, the results 
revealed a far more heterogeneous terrain than previously imagined in the hy- 
pothesis that southern China is an influenza epicenter. In his original hypoth- 
esis, Shortridge had typically emphasized the Pearl River Delta region adjacent 
to Hong Kong, with its “intricate waterways,” as the core of the influenza epi- 


center. Based on the risk model, Martin and his colleagues concluded that the 
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epicenter could actually be divided into three distinct zones, each with a dif- 
ferent level of risk. They write that their new model “supports the hypothesis 
of a wider and slightly displaced epicenter of influenza viruses, not only con- 
centrated around the Pearl River Delta in Guangdong province but extending 
south of the Yangtze River and including provinces such as Jiangxi province 
where internal segments of the 1996 geese HPAI H5NI virus may have origi- 
nated.” Indeed, the distributed clusters of red on the map, each indicating a 
zone of elevated risk, suggest a multiplicity of localized epicenters. 

But it is the use of the map that I want to focus on here. In early 2011 I 
helped the Emergency Center organize a bilateral meeting between the agri- 
culture ministries of China and Vietnam on the topic of “targeted risk-based 
vaccination.” During the course of this conference, I saw Martin deploy the 
map in a public setting for the first time. In the process, I saw another strategy 
for accessing the epicenter, one that supplanted political, territorial space with 
representations of ecological space. 

In typical style, Martin planned the “China Vietnam Forum on HPAI Man- 
agement and Control” as a mechanism of persuasion. This was no gathering 
of free scientific exchange, no symposium to debate various views of a prob- 
lem. Martin organized the entire meeting to make an argument: that China 
should replace compulsory universal vaccination with “targeted, risk-based 
vaccination.” The method, previously demonstrated during the rinderpest 
eradication campaign in Africa, aims to identify areas of high risk in order 
to focus scarce vaccination resources. Rather than vaccinating everywhere 
in policy (but likely unevenly in practice), the targeted approach is intended 
to ensure comprehensive vaccination over a more limited set of high-risk 
areas. 

The forum took place at a large international hotel in Sanlitun. An enor- 
mous ballroom with a stage was outfitted with round tables, around which 
clustered different groups of participants—international technical experts at 
one table, FAO international staff at another; visiting representatives from 
Vietnam at one table, and representatives from the different agencies of Chi- 
na’s Ministry of Agriculture at several other tables, including the Veterinary 
Bureau, the Center for Animal Disease Control (CADC), the China Animal 
Health and Epidemiology Center (CAHEC), and the Harbin Avian Influenza 
reference laboratory. At the height of the meeting an unexpected controversy 
erupted over the efficacy of the universal vaccination program. At the time 
the controversy surprised me because it did not take the classical form often 
described in accounts of pandemic flu research, in which international criti- 


cism confronts China’s assertions of national sovereignty. Rather, this time the 
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controversy divided two parts of China’s agricultural bureaucracy against each 
other: the Ministry of Agriculture’s CADC, represented by Wang Hongwei, and 
the Harbin lab, led by Chen Hualan. 

In his presentation on China’s poultry immunization, Wang Hongwei em- 
phasized the success of the vaccination program. He explained that each year 
the Ministry of Agriculture issued a national HPAI surveillance plan. The plan 
included postvaccination serological surveillance, in which poultry are sam- 
pled not for viruses but for the presence of antibodies produced by vaccina- 
tion. The provinces organized the implementation of this plan, and laborato- 
ries at the province and prefectural level—along with the so-called national 
monitoring station network (guojia cebao zhan)—carried out the surveillance. 
The results of every sample were entered into a central computerized system 
run by the CADC called the “Nationwide Animal Disease Surveillance and Epi- 
demic Information System” for integrated analysis. In 2010, for example, the 
surveillance program collected more than 4.3 million serological samples and 
347,000 viral samples. In conclusion, Wang happily reported that the CADC’s 
serological surveillance showed that China had achieved herd immunity— 
defined as 70 percent positive rate or better—in every province. As the concept 
of herd immunity indicates, Wang claimed that China had vaccinated enough 
poultry to effectively break the circulation of the virus and prevent outbreaks 
from occurring. 

Later that same day, Director Chen Hualan of the Harbin Key Labora- 
tory presented a paper discussing the work of her lab in the development of 
vaccines—a paper that offered a very different assessment of the vaccination 
apparatus. Postvaccination surveillance, she explained, is an important part 
of their vaccine development program. But its purpose differs markedly from 
the official national surveillance program administered by the CADC. Chen ex- 
plained that the Harbin lab conducts surveillance not to assess the coverage 
of the immunization campaign across national space but rather to detect vac- 
cine failure—that is, to discover circulating strains that have become antigeni- 
cally diverse to the current vaccine formula, rendering the vaccine ineffective. 
When discovered, such circulating strains typically become the seed virus for 
new vaccine development. 

Chen stated flatly that, based on postvaccination surveillance, “vaccina- 
tion coverage is definitely not as high as 90 per cent. In broilers over 80 per 
cent were not vaccinated. In ducks, over 70 per cent were not vaccinated ac- 
cording to our surveillance.” Whereas Wang suggested that at least 70 percent 
of poultry were vaccinated, Chen seemingly inverted the claim, arguing that 


over 70 percent were not vaccinated. 
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As the dispute unfolded over the course of the day, it became clear that 
the discrepancy was rooted in the different purpose and design of the surveil- 
lance programs. The two surveillance programs are guided by quite different 
means and ends. The CADC surveillance uses sampling devices to provide a 
representative assessment of the mass vaccination program across the entire 
territory of China. Relying on the hierarchy of the veterinary bureaucracy, the 
ACDC sends county-level veterinary offices to conduct or collect the results of 
serological tests from farms, assembling a systematic and regular distribution 
of samples across space. The Harbin lab, by contrast, sets out to find the gaps in 
the vaccination program. Rather than assessing the coverage of the immuniza- 
tion campaigns, the Harbin lab aims to detect vaccine failure. As a result, it 
samples for viruses at live-bird markets, not farms. When such antigenic vari- 
ants are discovered, the Harbin lab updates the vaccine seed strain to include 
the new antigens and produces new vaccines with the updated seed strain. 
“New strains” are discovered precisely when a virus is found to escape the cov- 
erage of existing vaccines; novelty, in this case, is merely the externality of the 
vaccine’s efficacy. And alongside the progressive differentiation of viral varia- 
tion, the Harbin lab has produced a similar progression of vaccines: as of 2011, 
Re-1 had been joined seven other vaccines, culminating with the production 
of re-8. 

A key exchange took place when the floor was opened for questions. Chen 
acknowledged that “when we went to farmers to collect samples, we see the 
same result [as the CADC]. When we go to markets, we see different results. 
For me it’s very easy to explain. The local people in charge of vaccination, they 
know which farmers are vaccinating properly, so they bring us to those farm- 
ers; it’s also where they are collecting samples.” 

Chen suggested that the base-level state-employed veterinary workers se- 
lectively pick “good” farms—farms they know are “vaccinating properly”—for 
serological sampling, thereby skewing the results. From the audience an official 
from the China CADC offered a different interpretation, one that focused on 
the challenge of veterinary work amid China’s complex diversity of husbandry 


systems. “Backyard and grazing” farms, they maybe only get one shot,” he said: 


If you have been to Chinese markets, you will see dozens of chickens, not 
a lot, never over a hundred. Our surveillance rates are also lower than 
that reported by local government. Agriculture ministry is also concerned 
about this. [There are] different models of agriculture in China. How do 
you sample? If you sample commercial farms, you might have a high rate, 


but if you sample backyard farmers, the rate will be lower. In the policies, 
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before the birds go to market, there is no requirement to [re-|vaccinate. 
The over 70 per cent titer is because these numbers are monitored at the 
farms. The birds sampled by Dr. Chen [at markets] probably hadn’t been 


vaccinated for over four months. 


Amid this conflict over the comprehensiveness and efficacy of the uni- 
versal vaccination program, Martin took a detour. Rather than vigorously 
asserting the failure of the vaccination program or the limitations of surveil- 
lance mechanisms, he turned to the risk map as a way to bypass controver- 
sies over reporting and vaccination. In his own presentation Martin made 
the case for a transition toward what he called “risk-based targeted vaccina- 
tion.” He reminded the audience that the goal of the H5N1 response—stated 
clearly in a formative OIE/FAO strategy document—was the eradication of the 
highly pathogenic virus. Eradication meant total elimination of the virus, 
not merely control or reduction of outbreaks. And evidence indicated that 
mass vaccination could never eradicate the virus because of persistent silent 
circulation. 

“China is huge,” Martin told the assembled crowd, “and we still don’t really 
know where are the main risk zones.” With an image of the China risk map pro- 
jected on a large screen hanging from the ceiling, filling the wall behind him, 
he continued: “The red areas are high risk, and this shows it is not all of south 
China, but that it is associated with particular risk predictors. ... Thanks to 
this analysis you can concentrate efforts, you can use this map to overlay out- 
breaks, human cases. You can see that lots of parts of China have very little 
risk.” 

In Martin’s hands the risk map could be used to shift vaccination efforts 
from the universal coverage programs designated by state policy, which argu- 
ably could never be achieved in practice, toward distributed terrains of relative 
influenza risk. Perhaps more importantly, the risk map also allowed the Emer- 
gency Center to bypass the controversial questions about vaccination coverage, 
the silent circulation of viruses, and the lack of transparent outbreak reports in 
its planning of research and biosecurity interventions. Answers to those ques- 
tions, or more precisely, the forms in which an answer to those questions could 
take, were inevitably tied up with the politics of national sovereignty and the 
hierarchy of administrative bureaucracy. The risk map, by contrast, allowed 
the Emergency Center to focus activities on certain areas and ignore others 
without relying on outbreak reports or effective surveillance systems. Indeed, 
risk maps of the spatial ecology of the influenza epicenter could now be made 


with data collected from a satellite flying seven thousand kilometers overhead. 
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Unlike in humanitarian renderings of global health, Martin did not figure a 
planetary humanity as an ethical imperative for bypassing sovereign states but 
rather aimed to produce a technical demonstration of the insignificance of na- 
tional scale or territorial boundary. Put another way, the rooting of risk maps 
in satellite-derived data invoked a “vertical” geopolitics explicitly designed to 
supersede national territorial boundaries.” One could say he attempted a tech- 
nique of stratification that would separate China—understood as a sovereign, 
territorial entity in geopolitical space—from the ecological layers of the pan- 


demic epicenter. 


Even as he upheld the technical over the political, the risk map drove Mar- 
tin and his collaborators back into the epicenter and its politics of affinity. For 
one thing, the validation of the remotely sensed images produced by orbit- 
ing satellites constantly required on-the-ground surveys, usually conducted by 
local collaborators. In remote sensing this process is called “ground-truthing” 
and involves calibrating the grid of pixels in a satellite image with on-location 
observations tagged to other rectangular grid systems, such as longitude and 
latitude.** In 2011, for example, a research team led by the China Academy of 
Sciences in conjunction with Jiangxi Normal University traveled across the 
Poyang Lake region. The team mapped the boundaries of fields, using hand- 
held Gps devices, and interviewed farmers, primarily asking them whether 
they planted one, two, or three crops of rice per year. With these surveys the 
research team aimed to demonstrate that the remote sensing “signature” they 
had proposed, based on the temporal dynamics of the normalized difference 
vegetation index (NDVI), could accurately distinguish single from double crop- 
ping of rice in Landsat satellite data.” The vertical perspective orbited over- 
head, but its interpretation relied on building affinities with local collabora- 
tors, crossing marshy ground in white vans, and exchanging knowledge with 
farmers inside the epicenter. 

Moreover, Martin’s performance of stratifying ecology from politics relied 
on the strategy of affinity as its foundation, its infrastructural support. When 
I joined several of the invited speakers and international FAO consultants at a 
Latin-themed bar on a trendy Beijing hurong street after the China Vietnam 
Forum, everyone agreed the meeting was a remarkable success. Two of the FAO 
consultants from the Vietnam Emergency Center in Hanoi even remarked 
that it was one of the most successful meetings they had ever attended. Know- 


ing how Martin had clear objectives for the meeting, I remarked that the whole 
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thing must have been orchestrated very effectively to achieve them: almost 
everything Martin had hoped for had ended up written in the official “recom- 
mendations” issued after the forum, and granted ministerial-level approval by 
both China and Vietnam. Martin then turned to me with a smile and said that 


he wrote the recommendations before the meeting: 


I had started thinking about what the recommendations should be when 
S. Y. [a Ministry of Agriculture leader] called me on the phone and said 
“I think you should write some recommendations.” I answered, as if sur- 
prised, “Really, you want me to write them now?” and S. Y. was a bit shy, 
you know, but we agreed to do it. Then I had to work late Monday night to 
make sure I could get it done, and send it around to S. Y. to look over before 
the meeting. Then as soon as the meeting started I sent them around to the 


Ministry of Agriculture, and they made a few changes. 


The FAO consultant from Vietnam chimed in: “Yes, we always do this, there is 
some kind of moral thing about waiting until the meeting has officially begun, 
but once the meeting begins you just send in the recommendations. The Viet- 
namese and Chinese like it this way; they expect it.” 

Strategies of affinity, such as the banquet dinners hosted or attended by 
the staff of the Emergency Center or attempts to do things the “Chinese way,” 
did more than break down barriers to transnational communion. It is more ac- 
curate to say that they marked borders in a way that enabled communication 
across difference. This drawing of borderlines does work of its own, provid- 
ing a language through which difference can be understood and worked with. 
And for Martin, what he described as Chinese “culture” was an ambivalent 
but central part of his work, attractive and energizing but also troubling and 
exhausting. 

For most of his time working at the Emergency Center, Martin lived in one 
of the oldest sections of the city, in a hutong near the Temple of Confucius 
and the Yonghe Lama Buddhist Temple. Along with his wife and children, he 
lived in what was called a “villa,” a modern construction nestled inside a maze 
of alleys and courtyard homes. Later he moved to a traditional courtyard house 
near the North Lake, in the very heart of the old city. An ancient structure, 
the inside had been painted blinding white and the wooden beams varnished 
by the English real estate investor who rented it to him. Recently installed glass 
walls closed off the rooms from the inner courtyard. The furniture continued 
the theme of chinoiserie but was juxtaposed with a collection of African sculp- 
tures Martin had collected while working on the eradication of rinderpest in 


Kenya. One evening in early December 201 we sat together enjoying French 
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wine and cheese in the main room. My fieldwork was coming to an end, and 
Martin seemed tired. “These hutong buildings are impossible to heat,” he mut- 
tered and pulled a space heater closer to us. He told me he was planning to 
leave China for good in June, to take up a position in the FAO headquarters in 
Rome. His family had already returned to Europe. 

When he reflected on his four years in China, Martin told me, he found 
a “contradiction” ran through all of his work with Chinese counterparts, in- 
cluding in his own office. He recollected projects like the Poyang Lake virus 
sampling expedition, in which baijiu parties led to unprecedented access to 
samples in a key avian influenza site. “In a place like Cambodia and Laos, even 
though at first you might have more open access, you could end up hitting 
barriers, not be able to get as far as here,” he explained. But in other moments 
he was frustrated that China still did not publicly report certain outbreaks or 
rejected projects that he proposed. When Martin returned from Thailand after 
the New Year, the moment that I began this chapter with, he found a regional 
foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) crisis that China claimed did not exist within 
its borders. Outbreaks had been reported in Mongolia, southeastern Russia, 
and even in the highly secretive North Korea. But China had not reported a 
single case. Despite the fact that the highly contagious virus had been found 
along all of the international borders around China’s northeastern province 
of Heilongjiang, there was no indication that any cases existed within China’s 
territory. From a regional and ecological point of view, Martin felt, the virus 
must be in China as well. “I think we are going backwards here,” he lamented 
at the time. 

Martin saw “culture” as a force that shaped this contradiction. In one email 
exchange, I had pointed out how my research as an anthropologist explored sci- 
ence as a cultural practice. In his response, doubtless conscious he was speak- 
ing to an anthropologist, Martin picked up the terminology of culture to iden- 


tify Chinese “cultural practices” as a blockage to full and free communication: 


I agree with you regarding the cultural practices, and there was another 
dimension I was thinking about lately, which is the way countries and 
government deals with sanitary information and their own cultural ap- 
proach to what we call “transparency.” I am not sure it would lead to 
any sort of interesting findings, but I am really thinking sometimes (es- 
pecially when we talk about China) that this notion of transparency and 
information sharing might need to be revisited in light of cultural practices 
(or maybe it has already been done). In the same vein, the cultural and ethi- 


cal approach to science is also of interest: we know that hiding a disease or 
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not sharing virus sequences is easier (in the short term) than doing it, and I 
was also wondering whether we are missing a point, as Western countries, 


when we pretend that everybody should play the game and be transparent. 


Martin employed the notion of cultural difference in order to explain Chi- 
na’s seemingly contradictory approach to working with global health agencies. 
The concept of culture enabled him to constitute China as different but fully 
reasonable. Moreover, he advanced a kind of cultural critique, suggesting that 
China’s difference obligates us to “revisit” our own notions of transparency and 
information sharing. Francois Jullien has remarked on the “indirect” approach 
to meaning in Chinese discourse, which he claims allows us to reflect on the 
boundaries within which Western thought has grown. In particular, Jullien 
argues that Chinese “detours” in discourse reveal a mode of thinking that does 
not prioritize language as a representation, more or less transparent, of nature 
or being. To be clear, I do not draw on Jullien’s Detour and Access in order to bol- 
ster observations of Chinese culture with philosophical antecedents. Rather, I 
aim to elucidate how Martin himself, in a rhetorical move that resembles Jul- 
lien’s more than a little, attempted to make the difference of Chinese culture 
“intelligible.” With the terms of cultural difference, the contradiction Martin 
faced in China no longer was only a blockage but also could be made produc- 
tive. Understanding the Other in terms of cultural difference opened an entire 
register of practical work. In fact, by building relationships upon the basis of 
cultural difference, things could be communicated that couldn’t be said. 

After the FMD crisis of March 20m, the EU wanted to develop a training 
program for FMD, but China’s Ministry of Agriculture rejected the proposal 
without explanation. At the request of the EU’s diplomatic representative in 
Beijing, a Frenchwoman who strongly supported the work of the Emergency 
Center, Martin got involved. As he was preparing the materials for the course, 
he told me: 


I found that you cannot say “FMD” here. When you talk about FMD, people 
just say, what are you talking about? But there are some people I know at 
MOA that I can talk to sometimes. It is not like there is simply no possibility 
of people talking; in certain situations they might speak very frankly. You 
have to talk like it’s a joke or whatever. And so I talked to these people I know 
and said, what is it about EMD, what is the problem with FMD? And they 
said there was no problem. But the problem it turns out was with the train- 
ing program, because they said: we don’t want to have experts fly in and 
say things to us we already know, or are too basic. It’s true, the Chinese are 


too polite; they would nod their heads and smile and at the end of it say 
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“Thank you very much,” but at the same time in the back would be saying 
how ridiculous this was. In fact, I agree; I once saw an EU training where 
I was like, guys, why are you talking at this general level? There are con- 
crete things that [the] China moa side want[s]. . . . This is really my role. 
In other countries, EU will offer a lot of money for technical assistance for 
FMD without a lot of specifics attached, and people will take it. But here it 
will be refused. So I first go to the China MOA and find out, what is it that 
you can say, what is it that you want? Then I go to the EU and try to get 
them to say and offer exactly that. 


Martin’s everyday diplomacy was not limited to the apparent opposition 
between international objectives and national state interests, or the territorial 
struggles among global health norms and sovereign powers. Rather, by fol- 
lowing him as he established the Emergency Center in China and moved into 
the epicenter, I saw how he worked in, around, together with, and beyond the 
geopolitical strata of national biosovereignty: including China’s reluctance 
or inability to report virus surveillance, the efficacies and inefficacies of a uni- 
versal poultry vaccination program, and the institutions and norms of veteri- 
nary practice. At different moments Martin employed distinct and even seem- 
ingly opposed strategies to access the epicenter: the cultivation of networks of 
affinity with Chinese ministry officials, technical experts, and veterinarians, 
on the one hand; and the split and separation of ecological truth from political 
interest, on the other. At the beginning of the chapter I noted that Martin’s 
appraisal of China’s willingness to cooperate veered between optimism and 
outright denunciation. Martin’s judgments and critiques are, I now suggest, 
conditioned as much by his choice of access strategy (affinity or stratifica- 
tion) as they are by the attitudes of his counterparts in China (cooperative or 
antagonistic). I would also suggest that despite Martin’s occasional and situ- 
ational mobilizations of denunciation, the movement into the epicenter relied 
on affinity as the ultimate ground for negotiating the geopolitics of national 
biosovereignty. Now, in the last chapter, I will turn to discuss Martin’s most 
ambitious effort to cultivate access through affinity: the FAO Emergency Cen- 


ter’s high-level training programs for China’s state-employed veterinarians. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
OFFICE VETS AND DUCK DOCTORS 


“To understand China’s veterinarians, you need to know political economy,” 
Cai Haifeng, the senior national veterinarian at the FAO Emergency Center, 
told me. We talked over lunch at an upscale Yunnan-style restaurant filled with 
white-collar professionals and expats near the Emergency Center offices. Be- 
fore joining the FAO, Cai had spent decades working as a livestock veterinarian 
battling epizootics, primarily with the Animal Quarantine Service (recently re- 
named the China Animal Health and Epidemiology Center). He was among the 
first generation to study veterinary science in the post-Mao period. Although 
his current mode of life found him more often in urbane settings such as this 
restaurant in Sanlitun, his commentary drew on his direct experience with 
treating the pathologies of China’s rural transformations. 

Since the market reforms, Cai explained, the production of animals had 
grown rapidly, but veterinary expertise had not kept pace with the livestock 
revolution: “The relations of production and means of production are not 
being reflected at the level of ideology.” Cai’s account differs from those that 
identify the expansion of livestock production as pathological in itself, such 
as those that blame industrial broiler operations for the emergence of novel 
avian influenza viruses.! He points to the dynamic historical relations between 
knowledge and practice, between the science of animal disease and the means 


of livestock production, and locates pathology in their lack of correspondence. 


I heard similar diagnoses from several other veterinarians, including Ning, 
another national staff member of the Emergency Center. China’s livestock dis- 
ease crisis emerged because the “quality” (suzhi) of veterinarians was too low, 
Ning told me one day at the Center. The veterinary “software” was no longer 
adequate to China’s rapid material growth in livestock production, its develop- 
mental hardware. To extend this metaphor of code overwhelmed by matter, he 
compared the veterinary condition with the notorious “ghost cities” of China’s 
real estate boom. Bricks and mortar can be laid very quickly, he said, but too 
often the buildings are left empty; no one lives inside. In much the same way, 
livestock production has grown rapidly but lacks qualified experts to care for 
the animals and their diseases. 

This chapter examines the FAO Emergency Center’s efforts to improve the 
abilities of China’s state-employed veterinarians through the Field Epidemi- 
ology Training Program for Veterinarians (China FETPV—Chinese translation 
zhongguo shouyi xianchang liuxingbingxue peixun). Upon my first arrival at the 
Emergency Center, Vincent Martin had told me that the current focus of his 
work was developing this two-year course in field epidemiology. “Field” epide- 
miology aims to cultivate “first responders” for epidemics, providing training 
in epidemiological tools for immediate outbreak investigation and response 
rather than academic research. As Martin explained to me, “There were plenty 
of veterinarians [in China], a lot were trained in laboratory technique, some 
in epidemiology, but epidemiology was really not the topic that was strong 
in their curriculum.” The FAO first created an FETPV program in Thailand in 
2008, adapting the content and form of the course from the U.S. cpDc’s Field 
Epidemiology Training Program (FETP) for workers in the human public 
health sector, which was itself the international export version of the CDc’s 
famous Epidemic Intelligence Service (EIs).? China’s FETPV was to be the first 
veterinary program of its kind organized at a national, rather than regional, 
scale. In a presentation to the Ministry of Agriculture in January 2010, Martin 
and Regional FAO epidemiologist David Castellan had outlined the “needs, vi- 
sion, and goals” for field epidemiology training in China. As they pointed out, 
“China faces complex geographic and demographic challenges in controlling 
animal diseases. For this reason, capacity building must be based on a proven 
training model, provide minimum standards and also be flexible and adaptable. 
China needs a comprehensive FETPV to bridge the gaps in veterinary epidemi- 
ology training in this country.” At our first meeting, Martin had been blunter: 
“Chinese vets are very bad at epidemiology.” 

In the emerging global health regime of pandemic preparedness, China has 


been marked out as a double locus of planetary danger: not only a hot spot 
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of emerging viruses but also one of the “weak links in global preparedness”? 


In the previous chapter I focused on how the FAO Emergency Center aimed 
to transform the political obstacles to outbreak reporting and data sharing 
through the cultivation of new forms of cross-border collaboration. But as pub- 
lic policy scholar Joan Kaufman argues, China not only “lacks transparency in 
acknowledging outbreaks,” but also, perhaps more alarmingly, “its health care 
system is not up to the task of putting in place systems to ensure preparedness 
of the capability to contain the epidemic if it begins in rural areas.” A partic- 
ular “area of concern,’ Kauffman notes, “is China’s veterinary service and its 
ability to control” outbreaks of disease.‘ In other words, the danger that global 
health agencies attribute to the pandemic epicenter—why this particular site 
is considered a threat—is rooted not only in the pathogenic landscapes that 
drive the emergence of disease but also in the basic technical capacity of vet- 
erinary services to detect and contain a disease that emerges. The resolution of 
this double locus—and indeed the long-term effort to remediate the pandemic 
epicenter—has come to center on the ethical and technical improvement of 


China’s veterinarians. 


PROFESSIONAL STRATIFICATION 


The first day of the inaugural FETPV module took place on a frigid Bei- 
jing December day in 2010, the kind of day where the city smog blocks out 
the sun and a midnight chill stretches far into the morning. I had trouble 
finding the offices of the Beijing Animal Hygiene Inspection Service (dongwu 
weisheng jiandusuo), located in an obscure corner of Beijing north of the zoo 
and practically underneath an overbuilt flyover, and was running late. I hur- 
ried up the unheated stairs to the top-floor conference room, passing on my 
right a large poster displaying photos of each of the Inspection Service off- 
cers dressed in crisp, dark-blue uniforms. When I opened the doors, I found 
the sleekly designed conference room, decorated in muted grays and blacks, 
already packed and very warm. The fifteen state-employed veterinarians se- 
lected as trainees sat around modular curved tables outfitted with built-in 
microphones, each staring into brand-new black Lenovo laptops gifted as 
both perks and needed tools for their participation in the training course. 
Most of them worked at Centers for Animal Disease Control (CADC) or hy- 
giene inspection offices at the province level, although several came from 
national veterinary research institutes such as the Harbin Key Laboratory 
for Avian Influenza and the China Animal Health and Epidemiology Center 
(CAHEC). 
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At the front of the room, Vincent Martin was just finishing his brief open- 
ing remarks in English, with a translator nearby. Several European men and 
women who had flown in to Beijing to teach the training course stood beside 
him, including Dirk Pfeffer, a senior professor of veterinary epidemiology and 
the lead trainer for the first module. The national employees of the FAo Emer- 
gency Center sat on folding chairs around the edges of the room, alongside 
several “mentors” from Chinese veterinary institutions such as CAHEC, as well 
as other Chinese and international observers. I found a seat next to a rail-thin 
American who hardly spoke, whom I later learned was the Asia representa- 
tive from the primary donor, the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID). 

After Martin finished, Pfieffer began to provide a conceptual overview of 
the course. Pfeiffer claimed that across the world, veterinary medicine faced 
an epochal moment. When we think of the vet, he said, we usually imagine 
the kind man or woman in rubber boots out at the farm, inspecting a sick cow 
or horse. The vet is traditionally concerned with the health of the individual 
animal. However, the recent increase in emerging zoonotic diseases—from 
mad cow to bird flu—has put this doctor of individual animals at a loss. Today, 
Pfeiffer suggested, animal disease must be addressed at the population level, 
the only scale at which emerging outbreaks can be identified, prevented, and 
eradicated.’ 

As I soon found out in conversations during coffee and lunch breaks, the 
Chinese veterinary trainees enthusiastically accepted Pfeiffer’s claims that 
veterinary medicine was in crisis, faced by unprecedented disease threats, and 
that epidemiology was the answer that they needed. To them, however, this 
was not really an epistemological challenge based on the difference between 
individual and population approaches to disease. After all, the trainees came 
from state veterinary departments that had long been focused on disease eradi- 
cation and control of epizootics. Rather, they argued that the specific history 
of modern China’s development and its post-Mao market reforms created a 
distinctive crisis for veterinary governance and the character of the veterinar- 
ian. As a result, they understood the FETPV program not only as an instance 
of technical transfer from an international agency but also as an exemplary 
component of a broader process of national veterinary reform. 

Although the veterinary trainees all came from elite institutions, at the 
province or national level, they told me that their profession as a whole com- 
pared poorly with the status held by other sciences in contemporary China 
and, in particular, human public health. “Very few veterinarians get to study 


epidemiology,” one trainee explained to me. “We're still very behind.” This had 
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not always been the case, as many older vets recalled: during the 1950s the 
new Communist government held up veterinary work as a crucial component 
of rural socialist construction. In those days the government worked to unite 
and train existing animal health specialists, referred to as “folk vets” (minjian 
shouyi), within institutions of state government such as Animal Husbandry 
and Veterinary Stations (xumushouyizhan, AHVSs). By 1959, the government had 
established an AHVS in every Commune; by 1979, the state employed as many 
as 700,000 veterinary experts and anti-epizootic personnel at the township 
and village level. In the 1990s, however, the AHVS system fell into disarray, 
with many township and village vets seeking income from the private sector or 
abandoning veterinary work altogether. 

In the early 2000s, in part because of requirements impinging on China 
following entrance into the World Trade Organization (wTO), leading Chi- 
nese veterinarians began calling for reforms to the veterinary service. These 
governmental reforms ranged from establishing a national-level veterinary bu- 
reau in the Ministry of Agriculture and appointing a chief veterinary officer to 
the wholesale structural reform of the veterinary bureaucracy. At its core, the 
veterinary reform aimed to distinguish the massive number of state-employed 
veterinary workers into two groups, selecting a smaller number to retrain and 
recertify as a new kind of “official veterinarian” (guanfang shouyi) while leaving 
the rest to find their way in private practice. Although already partly underway 
by 2002, the sars and avian influenza outbreaks exposed the failure of the ex- 
isting veterinary system and demonstrated the urgency of veterinary reform. 

Katherine Mason has described a similar process of reform in China’s 
human public health sector. Beginning in the late 1990s, the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control began training China’s public health workers, particularly in 
the area of epidemiology, while China embarked on a large-scale reform of its 
disease-control infrastructure based on a CDC model. Although this process 
was already underway before sars broke out, the epidemic played a crucial role 
in shaping and encouraging the process of public health reform. These simi- 
larities between human and animal health reforms are not coincidental. The 
vets I trained alongside of held up the public health sector as an ideal model 
of reform, and many aspects of the veterinary reform are explicitly based upon 
the reforms in the public health sector. For example, just as in the public health 
sector Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, or CDCs (jibing yufang kong- 
zhi zhongxin), replaced Mao-era Anti-Epidemic Stations (fangyizhan), so in the 
veterinary sector Centers for Animal Disease Control (dongwu yibing kongzhi 
zhongxin)’ replaced Animal Husbandry and Veterinary Stations (xumu shou- 


yizhan). Broadly speaking, this transition reflected a shift from a Soviet to an 
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American model of health governance. In another specific mimesis, the Emer- 
gency Center’s Field Epidemiology Training Program for Veterinarians (FETP- 
v) is adapted, as I noted above, from the U.S. CDC’s international outreach 
Field Epidemiology Training Program (FETP), including the Chinese incarna- 
tion of the FETP that played a crucial role in Ching’s response to SARS.’ 

Mason argues that China’s public health reform after SARS repositioned 
local public health in line with global health preparedness, resulting in a trou- 
bling “bifurcation of service and governance.” “Local public health in China,” 
she claims, “became geared toward the protection of global, rather than local, 
interests and toward the protection of a cosmopolitan middle-class dream 
rather than toward the betterment of the poor”? Mason shows that public 
health professionals increasingly justified their work in terms of what she 
calls the “common,” “an idealized world of modernity, science, and trust” that 
linked workplace objectives and private aspirations in “an imaginary of the 
professional, the scientist, the cosmopolitan Chinese.” In doing so, she argues, 
they also tended to neglect service and care for the populations that they gov- 
erned, particularly certain marginalized sectors such as migrant laborers.!° 

In China’s veterinary reform, much like Mason’s description of public health 
reform, global preparedness programs are closely intertwined with trajectories 
of professional aspiration, as the response to the avian influenza crisis encour- 
ages the training and advancement of official veterinarians. However, Mason’s 
critical argument must be situated in the somewhat different conceptual terms 
of the pandemic epicenter that I have developed in this book. Mason argues 
that biosecurity interventions supplant local needs (such as the “betterment of 
the poor”) with global demands for pandemic preparedness. This opposition of 
the global to the local is a critical form widely used in anthropological studies 
of global health. In these studies the global is figured as a universalizing stan- 
dard that disregards the particularities of a local site, whether that standard is 
a lifesaving humanitarian kit or a pandemic-preparedness plan.” Ethnographic 
accounts of these encounters tend to juxtapose the rich specificities of a local 
place to the abstractions of global forms, exposing what is missed in the gap 
between them. 

But as I have argued throughout this book, the pandemic epicenter is not 
best understood as a local place. By following movements into the epicenter, 
this book has examined the intersections of global forms with several differ- 
ent strata across various spatial domains and scales, including ecological zones, 
working landscapes, and geopolitical territories. Rather than a bifurcation of 
global and local interests, therefore, I observed opposing trajectories of move- 


ment and the emergence of multiple new assemblages. On the one hand, 
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training programs such as the FETPV heralded the movement of global health 
infrastructure and projects into the epicenter by transferring the techniques 
of epidemic field investigation to China’s veterinarians. On the other hand, 
they also initiated a trajectory of professional detachment that separated state- 
employed vets—now remade as official veterinarians—out from the working 
landscapes of rural China, separating them from the duck farmers, egg traders, 
truck drivers, and all kinds of animals that inhabit these landscapes. Much like 
the laboratory model of expertise, adopting the new technical tools for investi- 
gating epidemiological objects demanded the ethical separation of veterinarians 
from broader society, a process I call detachment by professionalization.” 

At the same time, the working landscapes that the official veterinarians 
left behind did not remain vacant. As the veterinary reform cultivated the 
quality of elite state-employed vets, the structural administrative reforms also 
reduced the quantity of base-level veterinary workers employed within the 
AHVS system. But when the curtailment of base-level AHvs veterinary services 
left a vacuum in veterinary expertise, a new kind of informal, unlicensed vet 
emerged at places like the Xiaolan poultry egg market near Poyang Lake, fig- 
ures that I came to call “duck doctors.” These practitioners are not the return 
of “traditional” knowledge specialists, suppressed by the state-led veterinary 
modernization of the 1950s. Indeed, duck doctors are innovative for their spe- 
cialized focus on bird diseases and predominant use of industrial pharmaceu- 
ticals, such as antibiotics and vitamins. At the same time, their approach to 
veterinary work is very different from today’s official veterinarian. The duck 
doctors who cluster around poultry egg markets and rural county roads, many 
of them only minimally trained, highlight the importance of an ethics of per- 
sonal familiarity in their treatment practice, often prizing friendship with 
farmers and trust over specialized knowledge and technique.” 

By looking back at the veterinary reform from Poyang Lake, one therefore 
observes something that looks more like stratification than bifurcation." As 
official veterinarians are increasingly qualified in specialist knowledge, they 
are at the same time detached from the working landscapes of rural China. 
I observe this detachment in three domains: sociologically (as they become 
middle-class professionals), ethically (as they are authorized under new li- 
censing regimes), and epistemologically (as they are trained in epidemiologi- 
cal thinking). But this chapter shows that veterinary reform is a process with 
two sides, driving both the detachment of the official veterinarian and the 
newfound attachments of the duck doctor. This double movement, observed 
synoptically, describes a process of stratification: a separation of veterinary 


practice into an upper layer—the state-authorized veterinary knowledge of 


162 CHAPTER SIX 


the office veterinarian—and a lower layer—the personal familiarity with rural 
working landscapes of the duck doctor—a division into two strata of veterinary 


practice, increasingly impermeable and worlds apart. 


COMMUNE AND CRISIS 


The control of livestock epizootics was among the guidelines set out in 
the foundational common program (gongtong gangling) issued by the Com- 
munist government in 1949: “Protect and develop livestock industry, prevent 
and control animal epizootics.” However, the government could rely on only 
about 1,800 educated and technically trained veterinary personnel in the en- 
tire country at the time, mostly holdovers from the upper administration or 
research institutes of the Republican government. At the rural village level, 
farmers relied on “folk” vets with no regulation by the state, including some 
farmers who conducted veterinary work on the side.” 

During the 1950s the government began to consolidate, centralize, and ex- 
tend veterinary administration, notably through the establishment of a live- 
stock division (xumuke) in many county-level governments. By 1952, there were 
967 county-level livestock divisions and around 10,000 veterinary personnel. 
A core Communist strategy during the 1950s was the unification and organ- 
ization of folk vets through basic training programs, a strategy also used in 
human medical and public health sectors.!° Several large-scale mass immuni- 
zation campaigns took place during the early 1950s, initially focused on cattle 
diseases. By 1955, these campaigns successfully eradicated rinderpest and con- 
trolled foot-and-mouth disease, so the focus of campaigns shifted to the con- 
trol of pig and poultry diseases, including a 1958 unified national campaign 
against Newcastle disease.!” 

The formation of people’s communes in 1958, which grouped farmers into 
several production teams within a township-scale commune, greatly aided the 
extension of veterinary administration across the country. In 1959 the govern- 
ment established Animal Husbandry and Veterinary Stations in every com- 
mune, paralleling an earlier extension of anti-epidemic stations for human 
public health.'8 Each AHvs typically had three to five veterinary workers, with 
responsibilities ranging from vaccination to quarantine of infected farms and 
livestock breed improvement, and with a primary mandate for disease eradi- 
cation.’ The AHVs was administered according to what is called a tiao tiao, 
or vertical management structure, meaning that county-level plans allocated 
responsibilities and tasks to the AHVS.2° The commune paid AHVS veterinary 


staff with work points, identical to the work points given for farmwork, and 
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not from fees charged to farmers for services provided.” As a result, as Zheng 
and colleagues argue, the AHVs built strong linkages between the emerging 
nation-state and the local society, allowing the central state to directly mo- 
bilize and guide mass movements.” By 1967, nearly 40,000 commune-level 
AHVSs employed more than 200,000 professional veterinarians, and more than 
500,000 additional farmers had been recruited as brigade-level antiepidemic 
personnel.” 

By unifying folk veterinarians and farmers in state-managed stations, and 
providing brief training in veterinary techniques such as immunization, the 
AHVS invoked a characteristic Maoist configuration of anti-expert and antitra- 
ditional values. Like their more famous counterparts the barefoot doctors (chi- 
jiao yisheng), contemporary reports and other documents often refer to these 
rural veterinary workers as “barefoot veterinarians” (chijiao shouyi).* As Fang 
Xiaoping has argued, although barefoot doctors followed in the wake of Mao 
Zedong’s critique of urban-focused professional health expertise, the barefoot 
doctors were also antitraditional because they introduced new biomedical 
treatment schemes and pharmaceuticals to rural areas. In the veterinary sec- 
tor this extension of modern state veterinary services caused conflicts with 
existing animal healers and providers of livestock services. Sigrid Schmalzer, 
for instance, documents conflicts between a group of young women, trained in 
basic veterinary care at the county veterinary station in rural Jiangxi Province, 
and “folk vets” and “local boar keepers” in their home village. As Schmalzer 
summarizes, “Even as some people, including women, found opportunities to 
learn new skills and acquire scientific knowledge [by extension of state veteri- 
nary services], others found their livelihoods threatened.”” 

Beginning in the late 1970s, the initiation of administrative and market 
reforms to the collective economy transformed this veterinary system in two 
ways, areconfiguration that Zheng and colleagues gloss with the phrase “heavy 
on husbandry, light on epidemic prevention.”*® On the one hand, economic 
reforms stimulated massive growth in livestock production, and on the other, 
administrative reforms led to the withdrawal of state funding for epizootic dis- 
ease control. 

I have previously discussed the market reforms of the livestock sector, but I 
will briefly revisit them here. First, collectively farmed land and livestock were 
redistributed or contracted to households under the “Household Responsibility 
System.” By 1983, people’s communes were disbanded. Rather than working col- 
lective fields in exchange for work points or ration slips, farmers now farmed 
their own plots, meeting production goals in the form of grain tax responsi- 


bilities. In their spare time, farmers could focus on sideline enterprises 
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such as livestock husbandry, and sidelines grew to become the primary eco- 
nomic activity for some “specialized households.” In addition, market mecha- 
nisms (including rural markets, legalization of long-distance trade, and the 
elimination of purchase coupons) gradually replaced the unified procurement 
and supply system of the planned economy. Government policies permitted 
market trading of livestock and poultry long before other agricultural products 
such as basic grains. Soon the growth of a manufactured feed industry, the 
introduction of new imported breeds, and the expansion of transnational ag- 
ricultural capital intensified the market-driven growth in animal production, 
setting off China’s livestock revolution. As the veterinary trainees explained 
to me, the livestock revolution meant not only increased numbers of animals, 
but also expanded transport of animals across the country and even interna- 
tionally. Until the late 1970s, the husbandry system was “sealed up,” “Teacher” 
Huang, a mentor and instructor from the CAHEC supporting the FETPV train- 
ing, told me. “An animal born in one county would be raised, slaughtered, and 
eaten in that county. But today, a pig raised in Heilongjiang [the northern- 
most province] may be sold and eaten by someone in Guangzhou [a southern 
province]? 

During the same period, China also undertook a related and equally dra- 
matic reform of administrative governance. The government placed technical 
research and professional expertise at the basis of policy, a turn often described 
as a rebirth of scientific knowledge after the political excesses of the Cultural 
Revolution.” However, I learned from veterinarians that the impact of these 
reforms was much more ambiguous in the animal health sector. Teacher 
Huang told me that after the reforms the government did not properly care for 
veterinarians, particularly those trained in epidemic control. The number of 
university graduates in veterinary medicine did not increase, despite the mas- 
sive growth in animal production and circulation. More troubling, perhaps, 
some veterinarians began to leave government service to start their own live- 
stock enterprises or to work as animal health experts within private livestock 
companies, where pay was better. “In this way they could sell their knowledge 
for money,” Zheng complained, with a hint of moral reprobation. Certainly, 
wages and status stagnated for many state-employed professionals during the 
reform era, including academics, medical doctors, and vets, while market op- 
portunities grew.”° 

In rural areas the elimination of the people’s commune structure effectively 
withdrew the primary source of funding for institutions such as Animal Hus- 
bandry and Veterinary Stations, just as it did for the Rural Cooperative Medical 
System and Anti-Epidemic Stations in the human health sector.”? Although 
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the state continued to pay part of the salary of vets, the AHVS increasingly 
financed itself by charging fees for vaccinations and other services.*° For exam- 
ple, in one Jiangsu county, the veterinary stations shifted their primary work 
from epidemic prevention toward provision of technical support for livestock 
production, including the establishment of breeding farms and feed mills. This 
paralleled a shift from cooperative financing toward a fee-for-service, contract 
payment model.’ Following these reforms, “Although village and township 
Animal Husbandry and Veterinary Stations were technically base-level sta- 
tions of nation-state governance, the vast majority had become completely 
self-supporting’? During the 1990s, fiscal policy required the devolution of 
AHVS from county to township-level government, further exacerbating the 
funding crisis.” 

Liang Ruihua, in a dissertation on avian flu control policies, offers a damn- 


ing assessment of the consequences of 1980s administrative reforms: 


After the village administrative reforms, many town and village govern- 
ments did not attach importance to veterinary epidemic prevention work, 
salaries for veterinary personnel were not included in the budget, the veter- 
inary station had to support itself, veterinary personnel had relatively low 
salary benefits, and in addition it was not always released in a timely fashion, 
forcing many veterinary personnel to change professions. In some places, 
the veterinary station was contracted out to individuals; in other places, it 
was closed down completely. Some veterinary stations didn’t even have an 
office building, its staff every year had to find “traveling (borrowed) rooms” 
in order to do their work; some animal husbandry and veterinary stations 
had leaks, walls falling down, broken windows. Until recently, across the 
country most veterinary stations lacked examination equipment, and had 
no laboratory machines, so in order to diagnose animal diseases the staff 
depended on their own eyes and experience, truly descending to a “one pair 


of scissors, one pair of eyes” condition. 


CULTIVATING QUALITY 


Beginning in the early 2000s, leading veterinarians began to call for anew 
era of veterinary reform that would realign the structure of veterinary admin- 
istration to reflect the transition from a planned to a market economy, includ- 
ing the requirements of free global trade that followed from membership in 
the wTo. In an article in the journal Meat Hygiene, Cui Yuying articulated the 


reform as a shift from a guanijia (literally, “imperial bureaucracy”) to a guanfang 
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(“official”) veterinary administrative system. For Cui the guanjia system is fa- 
tally linked with the excessively centralized management of the planned econ- 
omy. In the guanjia system, Cui argues, governance and business enterprise 
are united in the same institutions, and regulatory functions are not separated 
from technical support and extension services. Furthermore, administrative 
governance is divided across a staff of more than 500,000 people, primarily 
rural vets associated with the AHvs system.” As another commentator com- 
plains, most of these staff are “non-experts” and poor quality (suzhi cha), mak- 
ing “local protectionism” a serious problem.** In order to create a guanfang 
system, Cui calls for China’s veterinary staff to be divided into two groups: one, 
smaller part, will undergo training and examination to competitively become 
“official veterinarians” (guanfang shouyi), upon which they will be paid by the 
state and will represent state authority in veterinary investigations and inspec- 
tions, and the rest will become “professional vets” (zhiye shouyi), who will earn 
money from market-oriented services and will not represent state authority.’” 

The veterinary reform closely linked changes in administrative form with 
changes in professional ethos, reorganizing the structure of bureaucratic office 
along with official vocation. In 2004 MOA created a veterinary bureau and ap- 
pointed a chief veterinary officer to represent China’s veterinary sector in in- 
ternational diplomacy and trade negotiations. County-level governments also 
began to reform the Township Animal Health and Veterinary Stations, often 
by linking them with the County Veterinary Bureau and promoting the town- 
ship veterinary workers to “official” status. In some areas, AHVSs were divided 
into three distinct agencies, with autonomous control over personnel, funds, 
and equipment: first, a smaller AHV station devoted primarily to livestock im- 
provement and production growth; second, an animal epidemic disease con- 
trol center devoted to disease surveillance and epidemic response; and third, 
an animal medicine and feed inspection office.’ 

Then, in 2005 and amid the height of the avian flu crisis, China’s State 
Council, the country’s highest governing body, issued a directive acknowledg- 
ing and calling for extension of the national veterinary reform. The directive, 
titled “The State Council’s Proposals on the Promotion of Veterinary Admin- 
istration Reform,” remarks on the ongoing establishment of an “official vet- 
erinary system,” including the creation of the Veterinary Bureau. The State 
Council calls for the improvement, through training and licensing measures, 
of the new “official veterinarian” (guanfang shouyi): “An official veterinarian 
is a national state veterinary worker who holds recognized qualifications or 
license, legal authority or government appointment, and the power to issue 


health certificates. With reference toward the international common practice, 
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the national state has begun to slowly institute an official veterinary system. 
Currently existing veterinary workers are required to improve all-around qual- 
ity [zonghe suzhi] and professional level through professional training, and fol- 
lowing recognized licensing or government appointment, to slowly enter the 
official veterinary staff.” 

The veterinary reform seeks to reduce the large quantity of veterinary 
workers in the AHVS system—many of whom are considered to be “nonexpert” 
and “low quality” (suzhi cha)—by using training, examination, and licensing 
procedures to select and improve the quality of “official veterinarians.” Dis- 
courses of suzhi or “quality” are widespread in contemporary China, and as an- 
thropologists have noted, the suzhi concept is powerful because it is relational. 
According to anthropologist Andrew Kipnis, suzhi “marks the hierarchical 
and moral distinction between the high and the low and its improvement is a 
mission of national importance.” In many cases, suzhi discourses are at stake 
in differentiating urban, middle-class elites from rural farmers and migrant 
workers. With roots in population policy and education reform, suzhi is con- 
trasted with an image of vast numbers and rote education associated with the 
collectivist past: reduction in quantity is linked with improvement in qual- 
ity. Therefore, the inclusion of veterinary reform and “official veterinarians” 
within suzhi discourse sets in motion several metrics of differentiation. First, 
the veterinary reform opposes the suzhi of the official veterinarian to the large 
cohort of minimally trained village and country vets, who are sometimes even 
directly referred to as “low quality.” At the same time, the discourse intersects 
with veterinarians’ own sense of being backward and behind in relation to 
the more cosmopolitan sectors of China’s bureaucracy, such as human public 
health. 

Across many domains, suzhi discourses contrast middle-class children, 
urban residents, and professionals (as sites or objects of suzhi training and ac- 
cumulation) with rural bodies and forms of life (lacking suzhi, of “poor” qual- 
ity).*° Such a separation is easily configured, perhaps, in situations such as the 
building of gated communities, which are clearly and explicitly separated from 
rural environments and poor neighborhoods of the city. But the articulation 
of the veterinary reform as a process of suzhi improvement raised a specific 
tension. On the one hand, like their counterparts in human public health, 
the veterinary reform articulated the new “official veterinarian” as a renewed 
middle-class, cosmopolitan professional—one with technical expertise, state 
authority, international connections, and white-collar modes of work, what 
Katherine Mason calls the “common.” Yet at the same time the very object of 


veterinary work remained, unavoidably, rural working landscapes. How then 
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would improvements of quality affect the relationship of veterinarians to farm- 
ers, farms, and farm animals? How would this changing social relationship af- 
fect the production of veterinary knowledge and the provision of veterinary 
governance? 

In the next sections I focus on how this tension took shape during the field 
epidemiology training course. On the one hand, the content of the course ad- 
vocated an epistemology of the field and a pedagogy of the particular. On the 
other hand, the form of the course followed a typical format of “trainings” 
(peixun) oriented toward the cultivation of suzhi: the recruitment of trainees 
from the provinces to centers such as Beijing or Qingdao, perks such as free 
computers, periodic examinations, contact with international trainers, and 
certificates of completion. Although the training course introduced the con- 
cepts of field epidemiology, the course also exemplified a sociological process of 
professionalization that took the trainees farther and farther from the forms of 
life and landscapes of rural China. Just as the field was coming into view as an 
epistemological object, the social ties to the working landscapes where these 


field sites are located were broken. 


FIELD TRAININGS 


The FAO Emergency Center designed the FETPV training course to bring 
China’s official veterinarians into the field. As Vincent Martin and David Cas- 
tellan had stated in the proposal to the MOA, the first module would focus on 
the application of epidemiological concepts, disease surveillance, and outbreak 
investigation “under a wide variety of field conditions.’ During the course I 
observed that the lessons used techniques of simulation to progressively move 
concepts from a classroom setting into field applications. First, a concept was 
introduced through a short lecture (such as the statistical concepts of rate and 
ratio). Then, beginning with the virtual space of a computer game, these con- 
cepts were brought to imaginary field settings through problem-based exercise 
on fictional outbreaks. Next, we moved out of the classroom to mock outbreak 
investigations on Beijing farms. In the final stage of simulation, drawing from 
the model of “training through service” that is part of the CDC’s standard inter- 
national FETP course, the trainees conducted actual epidemiological investiga- 
tions under the auspices of their home offices and submitted the findings to 
the FETPV instructors for correction, improvement, and assessment. 

In the process the field was reconstructed as an epidemiological object— 
that is, using techniques of statistics, the trainees turned working landscapes 


into numerical populations. “Field” epidemiology did not simply mean on-site 
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visits to farms, but rather a new manner of assessing risk and determining ap- 
propriate interventions on farms. As the instructor Dirk Pfieffer told the train- 
ees, describing his own work on bovine tuberculosis in badgers, “Every time I 
go toa farm that has TB, badgers also have TB. But this is only an anecdote. It is 
meaningless.” Only by collecting observations into numerical populations and 
assessing them statistically can their true meaning be understood. This statis- 
tical accountability of veterinary work was very different from the substan- 
tive rationality of prevention that typified veterinary governance in China, 
exemplified in programs such as the universal vaccination of poultry, in which 
goals were set without numerical calculation of risks or costs. Throughout 
the course I observed the trainees negotiating the remediation of their rela- 
tionship to rural farms, animals, and farmers demanded by statistical styles of 
thinking.“ 

During the second week of the course we woke early to board a bus out 
to the outskirts of Beijing, where we visited a number of large-scale farms in 
order to conduct mock outbreak investigations. Suiting up in white lab coats 
and covering our shoes with blue plastic booties, we interviewed the managers 
of one poultry and two pig farms, following questionnaires developed in the 
classroom the previous day (see figure 6.1). Although we visited actual farms, in 
the process the farm was reconstituted as an epidemiological field site through 
the use of a formal survey instrument. The veterinarians were very familiar 
with farms and often joked with the farm managers, particularly about the un- 
usually high quality of these farms, which it turned out were actually Beijing 
government “model” farms. “These are probably the two best farms in Beijing,” 
one trainee commented with a smile. Certainly, the trainees noted, these farms 
did not represent the rural countryside as they understood it. 

All of this easygoing conversation posed some problems for the trainees. 
They struggled to fit the farm managers’ wide-ranging commentary into the 
confines of the questionnaire, often writing in the margins or even flipping 
the paper over to add notes on the back (figure 6.2). At this point the FETPV 
instructors reminded them that most of this familiar conversation was extra- 
neous to the outbreak investigation; they should be consistently administering 
the survey questionnaire in order to produce the kind of data that could be 
statistically assessed. At most, one could include a blank space on the survey 
instrument in the future for free-text commentary. Field epidemiology and 
statistical surveys were much more than a new set of techniques that the vet- 
erinarian could adopt, I began to realize: as a distinct style of reasoning, it re- 
quired adopting new ways of assessing the true and the false. I recalled that as 


we were designing the survey questionnaires the day before, one trainee had 
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FIGURE 6.1. Veterinary trainees visiting a chicken farm to conduct a mock survey. 


asked the instructors how questioners could ensure that farm managers were 
telling the truth. The instructors rephrased this concern as “the problem of 
data gathering,” “how does one word a question in order to get reliable results,” 
and “quality control.” Moreover, they highlighted how statistical tools, such 
as confidence intervals, could be used to assess the reliability of results. But 
the trainee, I knew, was asking a different question: what happens if people 
answering the survey questionnaire are simply lying? At the farms the trainee 
veterinarians had tried to develop rapport with farm managers, hoping that 
the cultivation of personal familiarity could provide a foundation for honest 
speech. The statistical tools provided a completely different approach to vali- 
dation and, along with it, required the veterinary trainees to cultivate a differ- 
ent ethos of engagement with farmers and farm managers. 

The effects of the FETPV course were not limited to the transmission and 
internalization of epidemiological techniques. Unavoidably, the FETPV course 
also exemplified the form of a peixun, or training course, and therefore socio- 
logically fit within what Jie Yang calls the “mushrooming peixun culture” in 
contemporary China.** Training courses are booming in almost every sector 
of Chinese society, as documented by anthropologists in domains as diverse 


as psychotherapy and reemployment services.*© Yang points out that peixun 
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FIGURE 6.2. Conducting a survey. Farmer at center filling in form, with attentive 
veterinary trainees assisting. 


is more than simply an educational course, for the term includes a cluster of 
meanings that can be “roughly translated as training, teaching, or cultivat- 
ing.” By linking education with ethical cultivation, peixun is one of the key 
mechanisms of individual self-improvement in the pursuit of suzhi quality. As 
Yang puts it, the content of peixun courses tends to offer “practical knowl- 
edge or skills that give people an advantage in the job market.”*” However, in 
many professional or state employment settings, the peixun form itself, rather 
than the specific content of the course, is also an ethical mechanism of self- 
improvement. This is because participation in peixun courses involves taking 
a holiday from work, or a retreat; traveling away from the office to other parts 
of the city, region, or country; receiving gifts or perks; and, of course, banquet 
dinners and karaoke sessions with fellow trainees. Moreover, the very ubiq- 
uity or overabundance of peixun trainings means that for many participants 
the organizational means may be more valued than the presumed ends of the 
training course. 

The trainee veterinarians stayed in a standard but modest hotel across a busy 
intersection from the Hygiene Inspection Service offices where they attended 


the course lessons. A scrolling red ticker-tape screen at the entrance to the 


172 CHAPTER SIX 


hotel welcomed “participants in the first China-FETPv” and also welcomed an 
accountants group for their own training course. In coffee breaks and other time 
we spent together outside of the classroom, trainees constantly discussed what 
aspects of their participation in the peixun would be reimbursed by their office, 
such as travel to Beijing, daily transport, meals, or other expenses. These conver- 
sations were always comparative, detailing the differences between danwei offices: 
more or less claimable expenses, higher or lower official status within the state bu- 
reaucracy, where office funds could be turned to private use, and where the new 
anticorruption surveillance measures made careful accounting necessary. 

One day when we left the classroom for lunch, Zheng, a trainee who also 
worked at the Hygiene Inspection Office, pointed out the three vehicles— 
station wagons and suvs—parked in the office lot. The trainees began compar- 
ing whose danwei office had more cars and whether leaders could drive office- 
owned cars for their personal use or strictly when conducting office business. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, a trainee from a national-level office located in Beijing 
noted that the leaders in her office were not allowed to have cars, whereas a 
trainee from a Beijing city-level office laughed and said that the leaders in his of- 
fice had seven cars at their disposal, several with private drivers. Hua Weinong, 
a trainee from the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region CADC, then boasted 
that his danwei had paid for him to take English lessons with an American 
teacher and, not only that, also for a car to drive him there and back. The other 
trainees laughed: “Your danwei must be so rich!” Hua, a bit abashed, dissented. 
“No, no, no,” he said, waving his hands, “my danwei is not rich? But because 
Guangxi is considered a likely epicenter of zoonotic pandemics such as influ- 
enza, he explained, a lot of international organizations conduct investigations 
there. As part of these projects, they provide funds for training and equipment 
to his office—and even English lessons. When I visited Hua at his office in Nan- 
ning several months later, he shared a small, cluttered table with another col- 
league, each working on an old Pc. Across the danwei courtyard, however, Hua 
showed me a glistening new six-story office building. Although his own desk 
in the new building was not quite ready, someone was already working at the 
bench of the laboratory facilities on the first floor when we walked in to take a 


look. The smell of fresh white paint was almost overpowering. 


During the third week of the training course, Xu, a trainee from the Bei- 
jing Animal Center for Disease Control, stood at the chalkboard to present 
his “study design” to investigate Newcastle disease. Xu explained that it was 
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a study of prevalence (number of cases of disease at a given time divided by 
number of people at risk) and outlined the steps by which he would collect the 
appropriate data. At this point, a trainee from Chongqing asked him what the 
hypothesis of the study was. The instructor agreed: the study is perfect, but 
there is no hypothesis. 

“There is no need for a hypothesis,” Xu replied calmly. 

“Of course you need a hypothesis,” the instructor responded. “Because de- 
pending on what hypothesis you are trying to prove correct, you will need a 
different sample size. If you really have no idea what the prevalence is, you still 
have to have a hypothesis, so you will hypothesize 50 percent. Moreover, de- 
pending on the hypothesized prevalence, the sample size will vary, and there- 
fore the cost of the study will vary. So when you ask the government official to 
fund your study, you can tell them exactly how large a sample size you need to 
verify your hypothesis. Otherwise you may be just wasting money.” 

Xu smiled. “But things don’t work that way in China! You don’t ask for 
money; you are simply given a certain amount of money to conduct a study.” 

Someone else agreed. “The leaders (lingdao) don’t understand these scien- 
tific concepts. Telling them the ‘sample size’ you need is just a waste of words 
and paper.” 

Whether or not the trainees would be able to actually use the field epi- 
demiology they learned once they returned to their offices emerged as a core 
concern among organizers of the training course. In referring to “organizers” I 
primarily mean the national staff of the Emergency Center (including Cai Hai- 
feng), and the “mentors” from China’s CAHEC (including Teacher Zheng), who 
were responsible for the day-to-day management of the course, rather than the 
FAO officers such as Vincent Martin who planned and initiated it. As we will 
see, organizers like Cai and Zheng worried that the technical expertise and 
field-based thinking that formed the content of the course could easily be lost 
in the bureaucratic formalism and hierarchical management of China’s state 
veterinary offices. 

Their concerns about the relation between science and the state in mod- 
ern China resonate with a long-standing academic literature. The historiog- 
raphy of science in modern China, notes historian Zuoyue Wang, has been 
dominated by concerns about the role of the state. Until very recently, most 
English-language historical narratives were rooted in a diagnostic pathology of 
social structure, examining the forms of politics, social order, and the state for 
evidence of distortions or obstructions to valid scientific inquiry.“ As Wang 
notes, this historiography is grounded in Robert Merton’s sociology of science, 


and in particular its argument that the ethos of modern science is promoted by 
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democratic societies and constricted by authoritarian ones. As a result, these 
historical accounts are constantly searching for the “self-contained authority 
of a cosmopolitan science community” to emerge from beneath the oppression 
or influence of state power, as Laurence Schneider once put it.” 

For the organizers of the field epidemiology course, the cultivation of 
“official veterinarians” (guanfang shouyi) was also fraught with the relation- 
ship between science and state. However, their concerns were not about 
state control or censorship of free inquiry, nor did they suggest that this had 
anything to do with the presence or absence of political democracy. Rather, 
their more precise and pragmatic warnings articulated a possible tension be- 
tween the on-the-ground methods of field epidemiology and the formal sys- 
tems and hierarchical structures of the bureaucratic office. In wider debates, 
complaints have emerged that many official veterinarians are more officials 
than veterinarians; for example, being designated an official veterinarian de- 
pends on successfully passing civil service examinations, which test for po- 
litical knowledge and loyalty rather than technical expertise. In the case of 
the FETPV course the organizers worried that the social form of the office— 
and in particular the hierarchical authority of the leader—would overwhelm 
the epistemological content of the training course. Would the trainees really 
become a new kind of field epidemiologist, able to remediate field situations 
through statistical concepts such as population? Or would the course be just 
another licensing mechanism, another rubber stamp needed for advance on 
the ladder of the bureaucratic career, a new ready-made entry on the cur- 
riculum vitae, with the important technical content soon forgotten once 
certification was in hand?” 

Teacher Zheng raised these concerns with the trainees one evening some- 
time after Xu’s presentation. Zheng was one of the more influential mentors. 
Short but stocky, clean-cut, he was always energetic. He often sat at the back 
of the room, translating lectures by the international trainers into Chinese for 
anyone sitting nearby him. Sometimes, frustrated by the apparent lack of un- 
derstanding among the trainees, he strode to the front of the classroom, taking 
the podium from the international trainer and going back over the lecture in 
Chinese, often adding his own insights. On this evening, we had returned to 
the conference room after a meal in the dining hall of the nearby hotel. The 
international trainers were either out to dinner or back in their rooms resting. 
A few trainees had cups of coffee, and there was a warm feeling in the room as 
they worked (or instant-messaged friends and family) on their laptops. Zheng 
began to tell a story, and everyone looked up, listening intently. Back in 2008, 


he said, 
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China was trying to prove that there was no avian influenza in the country 
because they wanted to force the United States to lift a ban on chicken 
imports. Chinese officials presented a study, a beautiful study, describing 
laboratory results that showed no positive results. An American official 
asked them: what was the sensitivity of the test you used? The Chinese 
leader presenting the study simply stared straight ahead for a moment, 
silent, then bent over to his colleagues and muttered: what the hell is sensitiv- 
ity? They explained the concept to him, this way and that way, until finally 
he straightened up, adjusted his tie, and said to the audience: I guess it’s 
about 95 percent. 


Using this story as background, Zheng redirected the focus of ethical concern 
from the leader to the veterinary trainee. Describing the techniques for con- 
ducting outbreak investigations, he asked the trainees: “When does one con- 
duct an outbreak investigation?” He then answered his own question: ”When 
the leader says go, you just go; this is also incorrect. In order to conduct a sys- 
tematic investigation, a lot of preparation work must be done before heading 
to the field. This doesn’t mean to oppose the leader but to take the leader’s order 
and make it scientific research.” 

At the very least, the trainees struggled with balancing demands made by 
their office leader with their participation in the course. Often it meant work- 
ing overtime. One trainee from the Beijing Animal Hygiene Inspection Service 
was particularly harried. Because the first module was held in the office build- 
ing of his danwei, he usually attended the training program during the day and 
worked overtime at night. Sometimes he hardly slept. Precisely because 
of these challenges, the second training module was located in Qingdao, giv- 
ing the Beijing-based trainees a modicum of independence from the demands 
of their leaders. 

Another incident reveals the challenges the trainees experienced in negoti- 
ating obligations to the training and to the lingdao. Deng is a pathogens expert 
at the Key Laboratory for Avian Influenza in Harbin, a city about twenty hours 
by fast train and several hours by plane north of Beijing. During one part of 
the training, he struggled to both accomplish the requests of his lingdao and 
fulfill his work in the training program. One week he left early on a Friday 
morning, returning to Harbin for two days, then returned to Beijing for class 
on Monday. The following weekend he again flew back to Harbin before fly- 
ing to the southern province of Jiangsu to collect samples from poultry, finally 
returning to Beijing on Tuesday. Anticipating the travel, he complained that 
he had submitted the proposal for the study months ago, but his lingdao only 


176 CHAPTER SIX 


that day replied and demanded that the study go forward. “There’s nothing 
I can do about it; lingdao are like this,” Deng told an FAO staff member and 
myself in a low whisper, while a lecture was in progress. “Next year there are 
next year’s things.” 

As it turned out, the first module of the FETPV took place at a particularly 
inconvenient moment in the cycle of Chinese bureaucratic time. Held in De- 
cember 2010, it happened to be just more than a month before the end of a 
five-year plan. All offices throughout the Chinese bureaucracy were busy com- 
piling the paperwork necessary for final reports to be submitted to the higher 
authorities, accounts of the past five years and proposals for the next. All of 
these reports were to be finalized and submitted by the onset of the Chinese 
New Year holiday in February. Research needed to be completed: the more re- 
sults the better. The veterinary trainees were caught up in this flurry of paper. 
If they weren’t working double time during the course itself, a growing pile of 
papers was waiting for them on their desk when they got back to their danwei 
in early January. 

Although for the trainees this was experienced as a very immediate chal- 
lenge of time management, the organizers felt that deeper concerns about the 
future of China’s official veterinarians were at stake. One day, as we sat at a 
common lunch between classes, Cai Haifeng attempted to personally persuade 
the veterinarians to change their engagement and attitude toward the train- 
ing. Cai spoke quickly and curtly, with disgruntled animation. “Is everyone un- 
derstanding the lectures?” he asked. “Are there problems with language or ac- 
cent?” All of the trainees answered that it was better, it was better now, things 
were getting better. A few halfhearted jokes were made about the difficult ac- 
cents of the trainers, two of whom spoke English with German or French in- 
flection. Cai looked up from his noodles to meet the eyes of his audience. “This 
is not like other trainings. It must be taken very seriously,” he said firmly. He 
noted that the FETPV is based on a “training-through-service” methodology, 
which means that the concepts and techniques they learn should be put to use 
in their everyday work. In fact, he reminded them, one of the requirements of 
the training would be to conduct a long-term epidemiological research investi- 
gation as part of the work at their home danwei. 

A woman from the China AcDC, based in Beijing, spoke up. “How will we 
be able to do these research projects when we go back to our danwei? We are 
already taking a month off, and won’t we have to return to regular work when 
we get back?” 

Cai’s face tightened. The FAO already made agreements with each of the 


danwei, he told the trainees. It had all been made very clear: the danwei must 
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allow them to conduct these research projects. It was very important that the 
training not go to waste. 

Leaning forward in his chair, Cai began to relate a story about his own expe- 
rience in a training program during the 1990s. At the time he was a young vet- 
erinarian working at the Qingdao Animal Quarantine Service, now renamed 
as the China Animal Health and Epidemiology Center. The Ministry of Health 
invited veterinarians to a training program to learn techniques of epidemio- 
logical research. The MOH spent a lot of money on the training. But when Cai 
returned to work, he was unable to put any of the things he had learned to use. 
Soon he forgot his new skills. “Now, just this month-long module of the two 
year FETPV program alone is costing over one million RMB [around $150,000 at 
the time]. Let’s not let it go to waste,” Cai concluded. 

The problematic ethos of the trainees, their lack of attention or commit- 
ment, was also raised in official plans for the program. The meeting minutes 
from the sth Steering Committee Meeting for the program, held in Janu- 
ary 2012 as the first cohort of trainees was nearing completion of the course, 
report that Dr. Sun Yan, head of the Division of Science and Technology and 
International Cooperation, Veterinary Bureau, commented that the FETPV 
training needed to “better motivate/push the trainees to be more committed 


to the training?’ 


VETERINARY CAREERS 


In private, Cai told me that he worried that the “management system” of 
the veterinary administration would waste the technical knowledge in field 
epidemiology provided by the training course. He complained that Chinese of- 
ficial veterinarians prioritize pleasing their superiors over the conduct of good 
field investigations. “They don’t care about society; they care about the higher- 
level leaders,’ Cai said. “They don’t care about the common people; they only 
care about the higher-level.” However, as I got to know Cai better and he told 
me more about his own career, I began to sense a second, somewhat different, 
diagnosis of China’s veterinary crisis: rather than an opposition between of- 
ficial management demands and the pursuit of scientific knowledge, Cai de- 
scribed a process of scientific detachment from rural landscapes, a process in 
which certain forms of professional expertise produced their own myopias. 

Cai came from a poor background in Shandong Province. His college de- 
gree was paid for by the government on the condition that he would work 
in government service after graduation. In the late 1980s he got his first job 


at the animal quarantine service in Qingdao, Shandong Province, the main 
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national institution devoted to control of epidemic disease in animals. Within 
a few years, however, Cai found himself working amid the increasing patholo- 
gies of an unprecedented livestock revolution. According to Cai, it was not 
until the 1990s, “very late” (by international standards), that the large-scale 
broiler chicken enterprises took off. Many of these large farms were established 
in Shandong. 

In the past, Cai explained, Chinese farmers had raised chickens in a “back- 
yard” manner: small flocks raised in family courtyards and considered a part 
of the household unit. All of a sudden, there were farms raising one hundred 
thousand, five hundred thousand, even a million birds. The rapid increase in 
poultry numbers and density caused many disease outbreaks: Newcastle dis- 
ease, parasites, and “diseases you don’t have in Europe and America.” Some 
of the farms experienced average annual death rates from disease as high as 
10 percent. 

In Cai’s opinion the increase in livestock, in living beings and their ecology 
of pathogens, was not in itself the reason for this increase in diseases. Rather, 
diseases appeared because of a failure of management and biological security. 
The model of large-scale farms was imported from Europe and America, but 
Chinese farmers had no experience in husbandry at this scale. “They didn’t 
know how to raise chickens on a large scale. Nobody did; I didn’t know how.” 

Cai was often assigned to investigate and control outbreaks on large-scale 
poultry farms. The visceral experience of sick and dying fowl; the red, white, 
green, and yellow excretions; and the pathological appearance of diseased 
internal organs developed into a long-standing repulsion: to this day, almost 
twenty years later, Cai will not eat chicken. Therefore, I was surprised that his 
reflections on that era are fond. He prized that time in his career, he told me, 
because his knowledge of veterinary care blossomed in close adjacency to the 
practices of production. 

Cai was able to conduct full investigations on his own, from the survey of 
farm conditions to the laboratory diagnosis of disease, sharing experience with 
farmers and even developing recommendations for control interventions and 
how to prevent future outbreaks. Each investigation was distinctive. Cai did 
not have a standard protocol but rather cultivated a nose for the unexpected, 
searching out the trail of contagion. 

One day, he told me, he had struck upon a perplexing outbreak of a conta- 
gious disease. When he arrived to inspect the farm, everything looked clean, 
bright, and orderly. Appropriate segregation and isolation measures had been 
instituted throughout the farm. Farmers lived in quarters separated by a good 
distance from the birds, the chicken sheds were carefully walled off from one 
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another, access was restricted, yet disease still kept arriving at the farm. As Cai 
was strolling around, looking for any sign of unreported mixture or contact, a 
truck arrived at the gate. A few workers jumped out, entered one of the chicken 
sheds, and as the truck backed close to the shed, they reemerged carrying shov- 
els full of manure, tossing the contents onto the back of the truck. With a few 
questions, Cai discovered that the truck traveled from farm to farm throughout 
the region collecting manure to repurpose and sell as fertilizer. It could easily 
carry pathogens along with the rich cargo from one farm to the next. 

During this period, Cai skirted the lines between roles as an employee of 
the quarantine bureau and as a private individual providing veterinary services 
to the farmers. He told me that the large broiler companies, in particular, were 
suspicious of the government, fearful of quarantines or other disruptions to 
their commerce, so they “never told the government anything.” I expressed 
surprise that the companies spoke to Cai openly: he was a government worker. 
Cai explained to me that he had made clear to the industrial farms that he 
would not report what he saw to the quarantine authority. At first, the farmers 
did not believe him, but over time they came to trust his word. They paid him 
for his work, and he earned much more from these investigations than from 
his regular salary. When Cai spoke with me, he emphasized that this situation 
was far from ideal. Yet the benefits he saw in this work were not only per- 
sonal monetary compensation. There were also benefits for epidemic control, 
for China’s rural economy, and, perhaps, even for truth itself. By developing 
trust with the owners and employees of the company farms, by breaking his 
own duty as an officer of the quarantine bureau by refusing to report the dis- 
ease outbreaks, he was able to bring the actual materiality of farm production 
under the observation of scientific inquiry. 

When in later years, just after the turn of the millennium, Cai advanced to 
more formally prestigious positions within the Ministry of Agriculture, he was 
brought farther and farther from the farm, and he sorely felt the pathos of this 
advance. His life experience, narrated as an increasing separation of knowl- 
edge from its object, embodied a diagnosis of the problems afflicting veterinary 
practice in contemporary China. He noted skeptically the recent increase of 
“professors” and lamented that students today favored laboratory and special- 
ized topics such as molecular biology. Only in such specialized sciences could 
you “write a good thesis,” he told me, yet he felt that these specialized knowl- 
edges were of little use in the practice of livestock disease control. 

The veterinary reform, as I discussed above, intended to distinguish and 
stratify China’s veterinarians into two types: state-employed official veterinar- 


ians and licensed but private “professional” veterinarians (zhiye shouyi). Cai 
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argued that, in fact, the reform was actually producing a different typology: 
those trained in specialized sciences that have limited practical applicability 
and those who lack knowledge altogether. 

During the FETPV training program, talk among the organizers and trainees 
frequently returned to the topic of veterinary reform (shouyi gaige). Whether 
hopeful or pessimistic about the future of China’s veterinarians, agreement 
is widespread about its direction: toward the international standard, highly 
specialized, expert scientific, normatively professional “official veterinarian.” 
In this way the veterinarian would not only meet international standards (yu 
guoji xiangtong), as one text on the reform puts it, but would also join the more 
advanced sectors of China, fulfilling the idealized transition from planned 
to market economy and toward scientific modernity. For Cai, however, the 
expansion of veterinary knowledge through international-led trainings and 
the veterinary reform threatened to have an ambivalent effect: by cultivat- 
ing official veterinarians as subjects of increasingly specialized and elite forms 
of scientific knowledge, the possibility of sharing a social world or way of life 
with poultry farmers would become more difficult. Precisely as communica- 
tion with the international scientific community intensified through journal 
publications and outbreak reporting, the lines of communication drawn by Cai 
between government science and poultry production were rendered sociolog- 
ically unlikely, epistemologically invalid, and morally problematic, even cor- 
rupt. Yet the possibility remained that despite all of the survey instruments, 
virus sampling schemes, and computerized epidemiological models, the newly 
formed official veterinarians no longer really knew what was happening on 
the farms. Certainly, as one trainee had recognized, there was a good possibil- 
ity that farmers might not tell them the truth. Although the epistemology of 
field epidemiology detached scientific facts from rural China’s working land- 
scapes, turning farms and livestock into statistical populations, this was not 
what worried Cai. Rather, Cai wondered whether epidemiological training, 
as one moment in the cultivation of a high-quality (suzhi) official veterinary 
career, would detach the vets themselves from the social and ecological worlds 
of rural working landscapes. This was an ethical rather than epistemological, 


and subjective rather than objective, detachment. 


THE DUCK DOCTOR’S DIAGNOSIS 


Although the keystone of veterinary reform involves training courses such 
as the FETPV, the most significant impact of the reform has been an enormous 


reduction of state-employed veterinary workers at the village and township 
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level.” These two processes of detachment are closely interlinked. As I noted 
above, the large number of base-level state-employed veterinarians was one 
of the crucial problems identified in reform policies. In language resembling 
China’s famous “One Child” population policy, government discourses on vet- 
erinary reform argue that it is necessary to reduce the quantity of vets in order 
to improve their quality (suzhi).” However, as the state has withdrawn from 
the local veterinary sector, and poultry production has exploded, informal ani- 
mal healers have appeared offering for-profit treatments for animal diseases, 
including pharmaceuticals. As Zheng Hong’e and colleagues point out, “As 
soon as poultry fall sick, farmers will go to private veterinarians to seek assis- 
tance, and will not seek assistance from village or township animal veterinary 
officials.”*4 

Out in the Poyang Lake region, I found that the government-employed “of- 
ficial veterinarian” was a minority among the duck doctors. Around the Xiaolan 
wholesale egg market south of Nanchang, the outer walls were lined with ten or 
so small livestock-medicine shops. More than twenty clustered on nearby road- 
ways. The shelves inside these shops were filled with brightly colored boxes and 
packets of medicine, produced by factories in Shanghai, Chengdu, and Guang- 
zhou. When duck farmers hired trucks to deliver eggs to the market, many also 
stopped to purchase medicines and preventative supplements, such as vitamins. 
And when ducks fell sick, although it was possible to bring the sick birds for 
examination at the veterinary station, most farmers preferred to seek assistance 
from the duck doctors like those at the Xiaolan market. 

These shopkeepers are much more than pillbox salesmen. They earn their 
living diagnosing diseases, prescribing medicines, and providing advice to 
breeders—by curing ducks. Just outside a small shop on the outer wall of the 
Xiaolan market stood a small concrete block, rising to just below the waist of 
an average person. On one visit to the market, I stopped to watch as a farmer 
walked up the two concrete steps to this duck doctor’s shop, a ten-gallon black 
plastic bag slung over one shoulder. Greeting the doctor, she dumped her bag, 
five or six dead ducks, gray and damp, feathers matted, falling to the ground. 
The doctor sprang to work. Moving quickly and with certainty, displaying a 
focused confidence in the movement of his limbs, he flung a duck carcass on 
the concrete block. He reached for a sharp blade and made a long incision from 
mouth to anus, then pulled open the body cavity. He thrust in his bare hands 
and sought the entrails. A string of coiled intestines in his grasp, he again drew 
the knife, slowly this time, incising along the length of the digestive tract. He 
peered intently at the contents exposed, rubbed them in his hands, and looked 


again. After a minute of inspection, the doctor raised his head and tossed the 
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FIGURE 6.3. Hao Weidong’s medicines. 


duck off the pillar to the ground below. He grabbed a second duck and went 
through the same steps, but more quickly, verifying his initial perception. 
After a third duck was tossed to the growing pile on the far side of the block, 
the doctor straightened up, rinsed his hands with a pail drawn from a bucket 
of water, and gestured for the breeder to join him in his shop. Once inside, he 
decanted a dark brown-red fluid from a large glass container into a small plastic 
bottle. With a few words of explanation, he handed the bottle to the breeder, 
who gave him a few paper bills in exchange. 

Hao Weidong, whom I came to know best, owned one of the shops inside 
the marketplace. His shop was little more than a hastily constructed wooden 
shed squeezed between two of the large cages where egg buyers received and 
stored their wares. Shelves packed full with brightly colored packets of medi- 
cine, gold and orange and blue, lined the three inner walls (see figure 6.3). Hao 
proudly pointed out to me the plentiful “Western” medicines (xiyao) filling 
the shop. In a back room, he also stored a wide collection of Chinese medi- 
cines (zhongcaoyao), kept out of sight because they lacked the labels required by 
government inspectors. A strong metal gate blocked off the front of the shop 
when Hao was not there. A simple sign above the gate read “Duck and quail 


medicines.” 
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FIGURE 6.4. Hao Weidong’s shop. 


The duck doctors opened their shops each morning when farmers began to 
arrive in shared trucks loaded with eggs. In the morning, Hao opened the shop 
by pulling up the metal grate, then moving a wooden desk to just out front. 
The desk, decorated with a few boxes of medicine and lined on both sides with 
boxes of product, formed a simple counter (see figure 6.4). After farmers sold 
their eggs, they typically went to purchase feeds and other supplies they might 
need, including medicines. Hao often stood on one side of the desk and greeted 
farmers as they passed the shop, offering cigarettes, asking about their birds, 
and inviting them to sit on one of the long wooden benches to talk for a while 
about ducks and quail and medicines. 

Hao aimed to cultivate relationships with farmers not only as individuals 
but also in order to gain access through them to relationships with others. Any 
individual farmer also always represents a position within a web of kinships 
or friendships with other farmers. Hao made the importance of these webs 
of relations clear to me one day when he talked about the trucks that farmers 
drive to market. He works particularly hard to cultivate friendships with the 
drivers of trucks, giving small gifts or favors, or inviting them to eat in a “beef 
specialties” restaurant that is attached to the Xiaolan marketplace. Hao told 
me that farmers will often follow the recommendations of their driver when 
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purchasing medicines. If the driver is a friend of Hao’s, they will visit his shop 
instead of another. 

This interest in trucks and their drivers is built on an understanding that 
the truck is a metonym for a web of relationships. The farmers who band together 
to lease a truck do so based on ties of familiarity, from either common membership 
in a village or literal kinship. Hao’s strategy reflects the fact that a friendship with 
one member of a group that leases a particular truck almost inevitably brings 
with it a relationship to the other members of the group. The cultivation of 
this friendship with one member quickly flows through and extends into these 
other relations. A friendship with the truck driver, in particular, can lead to 
the development of friendships with the other members of the truck group. 

On any given day the two wooden benches in the shop hold a revolving 
set of bodies: Hao’s assistant, a woman whose family has connections to the 
management of the marketplace; farmers passing by or old customers, as well 
as their companions; and representatives from the pharmaceutical factories. 
That morning, Hao gave me a bottle of water and told me to make myself com- 
fortable while he stepped out to run a brief errand. I watched the trucks pull in 
and out of the market, and watched the duck breeders unloading boxes of eggs. 

Only a few trucks remained in the market by the time Hao returned. He 
carried a large black plastic bag with him and put it in the back end of the 
shop. At the back of the shop was an open doorway leading to a small back 
storage area. Hao ducked into the darkness and returned with a kilogram scale. 
Untying the large plastic bag, he pulled out six small pink plastic bags that 
exhaled a bittersweet smell. Roots and grasses and herbs: Chinese medicines. 
Looking at a prescription scrawled on a small piece of paper, he asked for his 
calculator and made a few calculations. He began to untie one small bag after 
another, pouring a percentage of their contents—dark gnarled roots, dried and 
twisted—onto the kilogram scale. He was preparing medicine, he told me. Sat- 
isfied with the weights, he then formed two identical piles on simple cardboard 
sheets. He carefully poured these pharmaceutical mixtures in two new plastic 
bags. Finally, he pulled some white bottles of factory-made medicine off the 
shelves and, I noted with surprise, placed them in only one of the plastic bags 
but not the other. 

“A farmer had eight quail die in only two days,” he explained. Just then, one 
of his mobile phones rang. I heard a woman’s voice on the other end. “Hello, 
little sister,’ Hao said familiarly. “Yes, I am preparing some zhongcaoyao, along 
with some antivirals and wei C [vitamin C]? I expected this woman was the 
farmer with the eight quail but soon found that the relationship of diagnosis 


and exchange was more complex. 
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Hao and I set out with the two plastic bags of prepared medicines, his pre- 
scription given substance and weight. At a busy throughway Hao hailed the 
public bus. We rode for some time, passing through the urban center of the 
county seat, then out into open country. The bus came to a stop, the terminal 
station, in an old town that straddled a river, the buildings rebuilt in past years 
with concrete and white tile. Hao waved to a young woman on a motorbike 
across the street. 

Leaving one of the black plastic bags with me, he walked toward the 
woman, and they greeted each other with bright smiles. After a short conver- 
sation, Hao handed her the bag of medicine. When she tried to hand him some 
cash, however, he vigorously refused. 

“Why didn’t you accept her money?” I asked when Hao returned to where 
I was standing. 

“She introduced me to her uncle!” Hao said with a laugh. “I earn his money 
this time.” 

We walked across a bridge over the river to a small restaurant where the 
uncle, Old Wu, was waiting. Wu wore a lightweight blue work apron common 
to many of the rural farmers in Jiangxi. Inside the restaurant, Hao unpacked 
the medicines in the bag, explaining how to feed them to the birds. There are 
three packs of wei C, used over two days, or you could stretch it and use one per 
day. Suddenly, Wu pointed to the Chinese medicinal herbs. 

“These should all be very cheap,” he stated bluntly, suggesting that Hao’s 
prices were too high. He explained that until retiring in recent years he had 
worked at the local Chinese medicine clinic and knew all of the herbal medi- 
cines and their value. 

Hao, surprised, excused his prices. “It’s the Western medicine that’s expen- 
sive,” he said, pointing to the white bottles. 

After some deliberations, the two men decided that Hao would go to 
Wu’s home to look at the quail (kan anchun), despite the fact that Hao had 
already prepared a prescription based on the symptoms reported to him over 
the phone. We rode in a three-wheel motor-powered cart out into the open 
countryside, which was dotted here and there with duck sheds and fishponds, 
crossed by train tracks and by power lines overhead. In the river a number of 
barges were mining sand, large cranes carving out the riverbed and building 
tall white mountains on the shore. Arriving in a densely built village, where a 
second story had been added to nearly every home in recent years, Wu led us 
into his courtyard. We walked into the house, then went up a small flight of 
stairs to the second floor, where Wu kept his quail. Hao commented on how 


clean Wu kept his quail cages, which usually produce a very strong smell. 
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FIGURE 6.5. Hao Weidong looking at quail. 


Inside the upstairs room the walls were lined with tall wooden cages, and 
each cage was filled with the small squawking birds (see figure 6.5). Hao looked 
around, scanning the cages, and declared that the birds seemed to lack spirit. 
Wondering aloud about the temperature, he checked a thermometer on the 
wall. It read 28 degrees Celsius. Too hot. Perhaps this was the cause of their ill- 
ness. After a few more words of advice, Hao protested that we needed to return 
to the shop, and in a few moments we were back in the three-wheel and headed 
back to Xiaolan. 


DETACHMENT AND ATTACHMENT 


To understand this diagnostic and treatment practice, it is useful to com- 
pare the contemporary duck doctor to the Mao-era barefoot veterinarians 
working at the AHV stations. First, Hao Weidong, like barefoot veterinarians, 
had obtained minimal training in veterinary medicine. “When I started,” he 
told me, “I didn’t understand anything, even about the Western medicines. I 
took a one-month training [provided by a pharmaceutical company] and then 
entered the market. When I started, I only carried a book bag,” he said, point- 
ing to his shoulder. “Inside the bag, I didn’t bring any medicine; I only brought 
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some brochures [advertising the pharmaceutical company’s products]. If the 
farmer wanted a kind of medicine, I would write an X-mark and order it from 
the factory.” He gave most of these medicines to the farmers for free, hoping 
that if they worked, the farmers would buy more. And perhaps more impor- 
tantly, they would introduce him to their friends. 

Also like the barefoot veterinarian, the duck doctor is not a traditional fig- 
ure; he is not a “folk vet,’ using age-old methods, but uses cutting-edge phar- 
maceutical treatments for duck and poultry diseases, including antibiotics and 
antivirals. Many, like Hao Weidong, entered into doctoring later in life as a 
second or third career. Several of the diseases they treat, such as avian influ- 
enza, are widely understood by farmers to be novel and even unprecedented 
challenges. As a result, the duck doctors often develop innovative treatments: 
Hao often boasted of a cure for avian influenza that he had invented by mixing 
herbs and Western pills.” 

Finally, the duck doctor is also like the barefoot veterinarian because his 
practice is rooted in the close social relationships he has with farmers. The 
duck doctor shares the same social world with them. For example, Hao Wei- 
dong will often combine diagnostic or treatment visits to farms with meals at 
the farmhouse, and sometimes invites his clients to meals at a special beef res- 
taurant on the outside of the Xiaolan market. In at least one instance a client 
invited him to his daughter’s wedding. Sometimes Hao even played the role of 
a therapist, listening to long confessions of a farmer’s troubles that had noth- 
ing to do with duck farming at all, and offering suggestions and warm advice. 

Yet, despite all of these similarities, there is of course one crucial difference: 
the barefoot vet represented the reach of state governance into rural society, 
but the duck doctor appeared in the wake of the withdrawal and detachment of 
state veterinary services, as unofficial economies of poultry disease grew amid 
the vital uncertainties of the livestock revolution. Although I use the term un- 
official to indicate the duck doctor’s unlicensed status, this term provides only a 
negative description (“nonstate”) and does not capture the concrete structures 
of the unofficial economy. In order to provide a better description, I suggest we 
might describe the duck doctor as a representative of the growing reach of the 
livestock-medicine factories (shouyaochang) in rural society. 

The distributors from the factories often stopped by Hao’s shop, check- 
ing on his inventory and encouraging him to make further orders. One day 
when I visited Hao’s shop, he received a phone call and, after listening for a 
minute, used the excuse that he was with a friend to get off the phone. He then 
turned his phone off. “I have been receiving calls all day!” he complained. 


They were all from the drug factories. Hao was affiliated with two or three 
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livestock-pharmaceutical companies, he explained. These companies were 
based in major Chinese cities like Shanghai and Guangzhou. The companies 
shipped medicines at a regular schedule to a nearby shipping warehouse. The 
warehouse held the medicines until Hao picked them up. Because he had to 
pay for the medicines when he picked them up, he tried to leave them at the 
warehouse for as long as possible. After two weeks, however, they would be 
sent back to the drug factory. On another occasion, I accompanied Hao as he 
paid a driver to rush over to the warehouse and pick up a few packages that 
were about to exceed their two-week window. Today the factory representa- 
tives had called him because they believed some of the medicines intended for 
him had been shipped back, and they were angry. “They are always trying to 
make me buy more things; it’s really irritating,” Hao told me. 

I once asked the Emergency Center’s Cai Haifeng about these duck doc- 
tors. Doesn't the duck doctor represent the antithesis of the official veterinar- 
ian? I asked him, describing to him diagnostic scenes like the one above. Might 
the duck doctor suggest an alternative to the problem of professionalization 
and social distance from the farm that Cai diagnoses in the official veterinari- 
ans, including the field epidemiology trainees? Cai grinned and shook his head. 
These vets who “sell medicines and feeds,” he replied, are nothing more than 
cheats (pianzi), quacks, or mountebanks. “They will say anything in order to 
further their own interests.” 

However, in the difference between the barefoot vet and the duck doctor 
we can see something more than the the rise of individualistic entrepreneur- 
ship or what Cai saw as self-interested fraud. The increasingly expert, high- 
quality, technically proficient official veterinarians—a select few replacing the 
mass of barefoot vets—are increasingly detached from the working land- 
scapes of rural China. The cultivation of official veterinarians is enhancing their 
professional manner and increasing their expertise in epidemiology or other 
veterinary sciences. Yet their ability to communicate with, understand, and 
reach out to rural farmers is not prioritized in the forms of these trainings. The 
worlds of the official veterinarian and the rural farmer are increasingly distant. 

The duck doctor, like the barefoot veterinarian of the past, does share a 
common world with farmers. Yet unlike the barefoot vet, his livelihood de- 
pends on the promotion of pharmaceutical commodities to rural farmers. He 
is something like an informal “extension agent” for pharmaceutical companies 
rather than for state agriculture bureaus; he draws on familiarity and shared 
experience to increase the flow of for-profit pharmaceuticals and to earn fees 
from each household rather than in order to produce and communicate knowl- 


edge about epizootics or eradicate diseases. 
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Today, veterinary reforms have seemingly split the barefoot veterinarian 
in two: the office vet and the duck doctor. Cai Haifeng had told me that there 
are two kinds of veterinarians in China today: those trained in specialized sci- 
ences and those who lack knowledge altogether. But the divergence of the of- 
fice vet and the duck doctor is both more complex and more troubling than 
this. The office vet has specialized knowledge but lacks familiarity with rural 
worlds and producers. The duck doctor has familiarity with rural worlds and 
producers but minimal specialized knowledge. The duck doctor’s attachments 
to all of the beings that people the working landscapes of rural China—duck 
farmers, feed salesmen, chickens, ducks, and quail—contrasts sharply with the 
detachment of the official veterinarians, immersed in their labs and laptops. 
Yet even more troubling is the broader division of technical detachment from 
human attachment—of specialized knowledge from familiarity with rural 
production—in two separate forms of veterinary practice. In this book, I have 
highlighted the transversal pathways, such as those taken by Cai Haifeng in his 
investigations of Shandong broiler farms, that cross and connect spaces of spe- 
cialized knowledge and poultry shed life, bridge strata of political governance 
and working landscapes, thereby producing displacements and forming new 
assemblages. But as veterinarians are increasingly separated into two types— 
office vet and duck doctor, detached expertise and enterprising attachment— 
these transversal pathways are blocked. Scientific expertise and working land- 


scapes separate into layers like oil on water. 
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CONCLUSION 
VANISHING POINT 


A point is always a point of origin. But a line of becoming has neither 
beginning nor end, departure nor arrival, origin nor destination. 
—Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 1987 


On April 20, 2015, farmworkers at a layer-hen farm in Osceola County, Iowa, 
began the painstaking cull of four million hens living inside cages at the in- 
dustrial egg facility. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (UsDA) ordered the 
mandatory depopulation after isolating a new strain of highly pathogenic avian 
influenza virus known as H5N2 from birds at the farm. Workers pumped a water- 
based foam into the barns in order to suffocate the birds. Then they covered the 
birds with litter and other organic material and left them for several days to 
compost inside their cages. Despite the cull, the outbreak continued to spread. 
By the end of May, more than two hundred outbreaks had occurred across the 
Midwest, requiring the destruction of nearly fifty million birds. 

When the U.S. Senate convened a hearing on the crisis on July 7, USDA of- 
ficials blamed the outbreak on the failure to control the virus at its source. But 
that source, they argued, was not in Osceola County or anywhere else in the 
United States. That source was in China. Dr. John Clifford, the deputy admin- 
istrator of the Animal Plant Health Inspection Service, underscored in Senate 
testimony that the outbreak was “unusual”: “for the first time we had a high- 
path avian influenza virus to cross from Europe and Asia into North America, 
the first time ever”! Drawing on phylogenetic comparisons of influenza virus 
genomes, Clifford argued that the “parent” of the virus afflicting the Midwest 


was the highly pathogenic H5NI strain that first emerged in southern China 
and Hong Kong in 1997, almost twenty years earlier: “If you all would go back 
and look at the concerns at the time, it was concern that this would be the next 
human pandemic. We put some money toward trying to address H5NI in Asia, 
but we did not put enough. If the world had put more money toward that effort 
and addressed these diseases in the animals at the time, we would not have this 
situation today, because that—what occurred in 1997 was the original finding 
of that virus in China—has caused this outbreak today.” 

The hypothesis of the pandemic epicenter I have explored in this book con- 
tains a distinctive notion of causality: a point of origin is responsible for events 
that take place in future times and at distance places. As Clifford phrased it 
succinctly, if somewhat awkwardly, in his Senate testimony, “the original find- 
ing of that virus in China . . . has caused this outbreak today.” If the emerging 
virus was contained at its source, then a future catastrophe would not have 
occurred. The potential would never be realized. The trouble there would have 
never gotten here. 

In this attribution of cause to origin, many intermediaries are removed: 
the wild birds that hypothetically brought an H5 virus across the Arctic and 
into British Columbia; the “backyard” poultry and commercial poultry oper- 
ations in California or Idaho where viruses apparently reassorted; the hyper- 
biosecure turkey farms and “layer operations”—some eight or ten stories 
tall—that fueled and spread the outbreak; and perhaps even the depopulation 
operations conducted by the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service of 
the USDA, which tendered these duties to poorly trained private contractors. 
By ignoring these intermediaries, the hypothesis of the pandemic epicenter 
enacts an “erasure of context” in which source and consequence, pathogen 
emergence and global epidemic, are conflated.’ Yet at the same time the pan- 
demic epicenter also raises new questions about the context of the source: 
Why did the virus emerge in China? What is it about “there” that is different 
from “here”? 

Several months after the Senate hearings, a journalist from National Public 
Radio contacted me regarding my fieldwork at Poyang Lake. NPR’s Marketplace 
was “doing a story on Avian Influenza in China,” she explained, in response to 
the 2015 outbreak of avian influenza in the American Midwest. “They think 
the flu first emerged in China, then made its way to the U.S.” she added. I as- 
sumed she would want to interview me for my perspective on the matter, but 
instead she asked if I had any local contacts in the Poyang Lake region. They 
were “planning on visiting Poyang Lake later this month” in order to trace the 


emerging disease to its possible source. 
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In the broadcast, Marketplace journalist Rob Schmitz highlights Poyang 
Lake’s unusual avian ecology, where “more migratory birds spend their win- 
ters” than anywhere else in Asia, and local farmers are raising “all sorts of 
poultry.” Because of contacts between wild and domestic birds, Poyang Lake 
is “a cauldron for brewing new strains of flu.” Schmitz visits rice paddies, a 
“backyard-type” duck farm, and a live-poultry market where “ducks, chickens, 
pigeons, and other animals lie in cages next to each other” Chinese consumers 
“prefer to buy live poultry” rather than slaughtered and butchered meat, so 
Schmitz concludes that China’s growing economy will only “increase the risk 
for the spread of new strains of avian influenza.” Poyang Lake was, the title of 
the NPR broadcast underscored, “the Chinese lake that’s ground zero for the 
bird flu.” 

As Schmitz’s on-the-spot report emphasizes, not just any place can be a 
pandemic epicenter. According to historian Nick King, the emerging infec- 
tions worldview typically identifies “the postcolonial economic periphery of 
‘developing nations’ as the source of potential and actual global pandemics.”* 
These peripheries are marked according to their exotic ecological character as 
much as their distant geographic location. The pandemic epicenter is a place 
of dangerous mixtures, what an older symbolic anthropology might describe as 
matter out of place.’ Wild and domestic birds, ducks, chickens, pigeons, “and 
other animals,” the metaphors proliferate: perfect storm, mixing bowl, mixing vessel, 
cauldron. The pandemic epicenter condenses the “changing spaces of globaliza- 
tion and their intrinsic dangers,” confusing tradition and modernity, human 
and nonhuman, nature and culture.°® 

Through the condensation of the pandemic threat into a point of origin, 
the epicenter hypothesis holds out the promise of containment, or even the 
prediction and prevention of pandemics “at source.” The dangerous mixtures 
at the pandemic epicenter invoke the redemptive figure of the virus hunter. 
“There are two ways to discover new pandemics,” says biologist Peter Daszak 
in a call for expanding virus surveillance. “We can get out there and look in 
wildlife, discover where the viruses are and block transmission. Or we can sit 
here and wait, and hope we have the right vaccines and drugs.”” 

In this book I have examined what the project for containment at source 
looks like in practice, beyond the hype or hope for pandemic prediction and 
prevention. Rather than experts isolating the virus, blocking transmission, 
and containing the outbreak, I found that the spatial relocation toward the 
epicenter displaced the model of scientific expertise embodied in the heroic 
virus hunter. The movement into the epicenter drew scientists and other in- 


fluenza experts along a line of transformation from laboratory centers in 
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Geneva, Rome, and Hong Kong into the lakes, rice paddies, and poultry farms 
of southern China. On the way, the journey confronted scientists with local 
inhabitants (the epicenter as working landscape) and political boundaries (the 
epicenter as geopolitical territory), forcing unexpected turns and detours. I 
showed that these turns caused displacements to the equipment of expertise— 
including epistemological concepts and models of biosecurity, experimental 
practices, and norms of scientific exchange. What changed when scientists 
went into the epicenter? 

First, the movement into the epicenter displaced the epistemic condi- 
tions of research on pandemic influenza. In his historical reconstruction of 
twentieth-century disease ecology, Warwick Anderson documents a “minor 
tradition” of research on the ecology of infectious diseases, carried forward 
by “holistic” microbiologists such as Macfarlane Burnet and Rene Dubos. 
However, he notes that Burnet and Dubos adopted ecological frameworks as 
“metaphoric resources” rather than “analytic tools.” Although they frequently 
framed microbes in terms of host-parasite relations and evolutionary develop- 
ment, they rarely used tools from postwar ecological sciences such as math- 
ematical modeling or systems theory.’ In part I, I documented how the FAO’s 
projects to stop an emerging influenza pandemic “at source” led to the dis- 
placement of ecological metaphors in favor of the modeling analytics of spatial 
ecology. The colorful invocations of ecology that proliferate in both scientific 
and journalistic texts on the pandemic epicenter—imagistic accounts of “rice/ 
bird/water/man associations,” of multispecies “cauldrons” for brewing viruses, 
of overcrowded poultry sheds and bloody bird markets—became the object of 
technical analyses using ecological tools such as spatial modeling, landscape 
imaging, and species tracking. Although the term ecology of influenza persisted, 
the concept or meaning of the term was displaced by the shift in “epistemic 
culture”? from virology to spatial ecology. At stake is a difference between two 
epistemologies of ecology, one might say: on the one hand, a microbe-centered 
ecology that traced connections between the influenza virus and its multiple 
hosts based on methods of virus sampling, laboratory reassortments, and 
phylogenetic classification; and on the other, a landscape-scale analysis of the 
ecological conditions that drive or encourage the emergence of new influenza 
viruses, from farming practices to wild-bird migrations, and from market trade 
networks to environmental topography. 

On a second plane, the movement into the epicenter displaced the labo- 
ratory models of experimental practice that support the heroic figure of the 
virus hunter. As researchers established experimental systems in places such as 


China’s Poyang Lake, they encountered unexpected objects—such as farmed 
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wild birds—that led them to see natural ecologies and environment as artifacts 
of human work, or what I have called “working landscapes.” I showed how 
biosecurity models adapted from the U.S. poultry industry failed, leading the 
FAO to call for “solutions developed locally through direct engagement with 
stakeholders”; how wild-bird specialists posed as poultry buyers to uncover the 
extent of wild swan goose farming at Poyang Lake; and how national veteri- 
narians conversed in regional dialect and cultivated friendships with poultry 
traders to expose the unexpected shipments of spent hens. In each case, knowl- 
edge of the “ecology of influenza” was rerouted through the understanding of 
human practices. “It’s interesting how your own mind evolves over time, to 
see how the way you think about things evolves over time,’ Marius Gilbert 
reflected a few years after leaving China. At the epicenter he visited Poyang 
Lake and was surprised by the “magnitude,” the “sheer numbers of poultry,’ 
and unusual practices including wild-bird farming. The laboratory’s mastery 
of scale was tempered by the enormous dimensions and intricate recombina- 
tions of the virus’s actual living environment. He now believed that the ways 
human beings “work with the environment, for instance through farming,” 
were the most important drivers of disease emergence. At stake was more than 
the inclusion of humans into a broader cultural ecology of influenza. Instead, I 
showed how an ethics of expert “detachment”—the laboratory reconfiguration 
of subjects and objects that, as Knorr-Cetina puts it, “set[s] up a contrast to the 
surrounding social order”—gave way in favor of efforts to find affinities with 
surrounding practices that might increase understanding. For a moment, at 
least, researchers left the lab behind and left the protocols of laboratory prac- 
tice at the bench. 

Scholars have recently pointed to such cracks and fissures in the walls of 
the laboratory, and the authority of scientific expertise once protected inside 
those citadels, as an important shift in the relations of science and society.!° 
In their influential diagnosis of what they call “Mode 2” science, for instance, 
Helga Nowotny and her colleagues observed that the sciences, once exclusive 
and autonomous domains, had now been “superseded by a new paradigm of 
knowledge production, which was socially distributed, application-oriented, 
trans-disciplinary, and subject to multiple accountabilities.” Previous studies 
have focused on political or ethical drivers of this transformation, such as pa- 
tients’ organizations, risk assessments, and ethics regimes. These studies de- 
scribe new actors entering into the previously circumscribed space of scientific 
expertise and collaborating in, or contesting, the production of knowledge. 
The story I have told here is different. In the search for the origin of influenza 


pandemics, it is the movement of the site or venue of scientific production— 
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from laboratory centers to the fields of the epicenter—that displaced the scien- 
tific expert. Making scientific knowledge at the epicenter did not invite society 
into the laboratory in response to a politics of participation but rather pushed 
scientists to exit the laboratory and build new methods for understanding the 
other creative practices transforming the natural world. 

Although this journey into the epicenter is a singular one, the trajectory of 
centrifugal displacement that I observed is not. Ulrich Beck’s call in 1982 for 
scientific “specializations in the context” as a reflexive response to moderniza- 
tion risks is now almost a commonplace of the contemporary sciences.” In 
fields ranging from genomics, epigenetics, and toxicology to climate change 
and infectious disease, as well as marine biology and biodiversity conservation, 
the context or environment is becoming a scientific object in its own right. At 
the same time as researchers turn surroundings into objects, however, these 
fields of study are confronting natural environments that are assumed to be 
in some sense anthropogenic, the product of human works. The contexts spi- 
ral outward, along a centrifugal series of displacements, as histories of agri- 
cultural and industrial development, the social distribution of technologies, 
political events such as warfare or revolution, cultures of consumption, and 
much more become relevant to understanding the scientific object at hand. 
In these moments that increasingly seem to typify our time in the so-called 
Anthropocene, scientists are perched at the doors of their laboratories, look- 
ing out. 

Finally, at a third level, the movement into the epicenter brought global 
health projects for pandemic preparedness onto China’s national territory, 
producing new reassortments of transnational science and “biosovereignty.” 
In contrast to the figure of the virus hunter, who singlehandedly confronts 
unruly ecologies and microbial contamination in order to extract pathogens 
and bring them back to the biosafety of the lab, global health researchers at 
the influenza epicenter found that access to virus samples required political 
finesse, compromise, and exchange with China’s state agents. Scientists did 
not simply arrive in the field, take what they need, and leave: as I showed in 
chapter 5, it was banqueting, offstage agreements, and training exchanges that 
enabled access through strategies of detour and affinity. Throughout, however, 
the temptation to stratification remained: the rhetorical separation of ecologi- 
cal region from political territory often served as a resource for denunciation, 
a technique that could be used to expose a lack of transparency in China’s 
interactions with global health. 

I also found that the pursuit of political affinities could unintentionally 


drive a broader process of stratification. In chapter 6 I described the most 
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ambitious effort of access through affinity: the FAO Emergency Center’s field 
epidemiology training program for state-employed “official” veterinarians 
(guanfang shouyi). By cultivating a modern corps of elite state veterinarians with 
cosmopolitan outlook and international standard technical knowledge, the 
FAO hoped to construct a long-term, consistent counterpart for sharing infor- 
mation about disease ecology at the epicenter. In practice, however, training 
programs for “official veterinarians” encouraged a process of detachment by 
professionalization, in which cosmopolitan mobility and technical expertise 
replaced familiarity with the practical and moral worlds of rural China. As a 
result, precisely as the FAO’s training programs enabled access to the geopoliti- 
cal territories of the epicenter through the intermediary of official veterinar- 
ians, these vets were losing their own affinities with the working landscapes of 
rural China. 

I conclude, then, by returning to where I began: the persistent repetition 
in scientific and popular texts—what, adapting Carlo Caduff’s phrase, I might 
call the serial localization—of China as a pandemic epicenter. China was first 
identified as a possible source of influenza pandemics in 1957, but the attribu- 
tion of China as “ground zero” for the flu continues today in scientific publica- 
tions, newsmagazines, and even feature films. As I noted in the introduction, 
anthropologists and other scholars have argued that these narratives “too often 
consist of allegations of blame and assumptions of cultural shortcoming,”!® 
In a critical discussion of a Newsweek article that identifies Guangdong poul- 
try farms as a potential source of influenza pandemics, for instance, Priscilla 
Wald argues that the magazine “fostered medicalized nativism,” a stigmatizing 
process in which “disease is associated with dangerous practices and behav- 


iors that allegedly mark intrinsic cultural difference.””” 


By following scientists 
along the journey into the epicenter, however, I saw that scientific movement 
displaced static geographies of blame when it encountered the inhabitants and 
territories of the epicenter. By the end of the journey, when scientists arrived 
at the hypothetical location of the epicenter, they found to their surprise that 
it had already been displaced: the identification of China as a pandemic epi- 
center was pushed aside by their own trajectory of inquiry. 

In chapter 5 I described the Emergency Center’s creation of a risk map 
for H5NI in China. The map drew on collaborative interdisciplinary research, 
including Marius Gilbert’s spatial modeling, Xiangming Xiao’s satellite imag- 
ing, and Vincent Martin’s negotiated access to China’s virus samples, to map 
the potential distribution of avian influenza disease across China based on a 
model of ecological and cultural risk factors. I clearly remember the first 


time I saw these maps. In early spring 2011, I was meeting Martin at his office 
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in the Emergency Center to discuss where I might conduct some field trips 
to southern China. After listening to my research interests, he suddenly got 
up from the couch where we were sitting, went to the computer at his desk, 
and returned a few minutes later with two printouts. The printouts contained 
several sections of an early version of the H5NI risk map in close-up detail, 
focusing on areas around the Yangtze River. The terrain that I looked at was 
mottled from blue to deep red, a range in hue that I learned stood for variation 
in the risk of H5N1 infection predicted by the model. Martin began wondering 
out loud whether studying poultry value chains in the wetlands near urban 
Wuhan—marked a deep red on the map—might be promising. But as I looked 
at the images, I was struck by how much this map differed from older con- 
cepts and representations of the pandemic epicenter. After the 1957 pandemic, 
as the WHO and Chinese scientists both traced the origins of the pandemic to 
China, representations took the form of global or regional maps with a “point 
of origin” clearly marked in southern China, somewhere in Guizhou Province 
(see figure I.1). And when Kennedy Shortridge introduced the hypothesis that 
China was an “influenza epicenter” because of its distinctive agrarian ecosys- 
tem, he focused attention and experimental concern on the Pearl River Delta 
region adjacent to Hong Kong. In contrast, the new risk model described a 
“wider and slightly displaced epicenter of influenza viruses” in southern Chi- 
na’s agricultural landscapes, including previously little-studied areas such as 
the Yangtze River and Poyang Lake. 

In a later conversation, Martin explained to me that with the ecological 
risk map the “epicenter has become more multifocal by essence”: “Even by the 
end of my stay over there, even through the publications we had, initially it 
was I think triggered by this idea of epicenter in the south of China, then even 
from my research, it was showing, not only this southern part of China which 
was referred to as epicenter by Shortridge a long time ago, but you could see 
that the south of the Yangtze River was also a very important area for emer- 
gence of viruses, so at least the concept of epicenter had evolved even in terms 
of its geographical coverage.” 

Furthermore, these ecological maps also made possible an extended spatial 
representation of risk no longer tied to long-standing ideas about China as an 
origin point for pandemics. Of particular importance in this regard is the use 
of new instruments, including satellites, in the mapping of influenza risk. With 
remote sensing for landscape topography and satellite telemetry for tracking 
wild birds, the mapping of risk no longer needed to stop at territorial borders. 
Taking rice-cropping intensity as an exemplary risk factor for HPAI, Julien Cap- 


pelle explained to me that remote sensing tools enabled the understanding of 
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the spatial geography of risk to achieve a planetary scale. With remote sensing 
“you had a powerful tool that can map you the rice-cropping intensity over, 
well, the world actually,” Cappelle noted, “because your satellite images give 
you data all over the world” 

And with this, the concept of a point of origin for pandemic diseases itself 
finally begins to fade away, surpassed by new ways of engaging and mapping 
disease emergence that had been developed inside the epicenter. When I spoke 
with Vincent Martin in 2016, he reflected that when he set up the Emergency 
Center in Beijing nearly ten years earlier, “we had this concept in HQ or in our 
animal health program, that we need to tackle the disease at source. I mean 
that was really something; we had this partnership with OIE, and countering 
the disease at source was really important: where is the source, where is the ori- 
gin, and then at some stage when you had sucha kind of multifocal emergence 


of viruses then you were wondering, well, what is a source? Where is a source?” 


PANDEMIC PLANET 


? In 2016 a research group including Marius Gilbert, Scott Newman, and 
Xiangming Xiao published an article comparing the risk factors that contrib- 
uted to the spread of H5N1 and what they called “HsNx” viruses, including the 
2015 H5N2 that struck the midwestern United States.! The study was based 
on the methodologies of spatial risk analysis that I discussed in this book. All 
of these studies have focused on identifying spatial correlations between flu 
outbreaks and particular risk factors, including poultry density, water pres- 
ence, and anthropogenic variables (such as population density and distance 
to roads). However, as the authors explain, there was one crucial difference in 
the new study. All previous studies were framed within the territorial borders 
of a particular nation-state, so “studies comparing different sets of factors were 
never carried out at a global scale.” Although techniques such as remote sens- 
ing produced data that could be mapped at a planetary scale, in practice the 
objects of previous studies had still remained confined within national territo- 
rial boundaries. 

The 2016 paper proposes to produce the “first global suitability map for 
H5NI HPAI virus sustained transmission.” In breaking through the confines 
of territorial boundaries, the study displaced the pandemic epicenter onto a 
planet of continuously variable risk. Red and orange zones of high virulence 
spill across borders, clustering in regions including central China, northeast 
Asia, northern Europe, and the midwestern United States and Canada. Such a 


planetary map marks differences in levels of risk but does not localize a particular 
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point as an epicenter. As the authors explain, these global risk maps identify 
the suitability of a geographic place for “sustained transmission,” not a point of 
origin. By focusing on “poultry outbreak locations,” the study has “limited use 
in identifying the locations of initial introduction of avian influenza viruses, or 
places where viruses may undergo more frequent reassortment events leading 
to the emergence of new viruses.” Instead, it provides information about the 
configurations of cultural practices and multispecies ecologies that may offer 
affordances, or what they call “suitability, for outbreaks. 

During the 1990s ecologists developed habitat suitability models “to pre- 
dict the likelihood of occurrence of species on the basis of environmental 
variables.””” In a few more-recent studies, suitability models diagrammed the 
future potential for a disease or invasive species to spread into a particular hab- 
itat rather than predicting actual occurrence.”° In this way, global suitability 
models invert the form of the pandemic epicenter, approaching the potential 
uncertainty of pandemic preparedness from a new direction. Rather than seek- 
ing out the point of first emergence in order to “stop a pandemic there before 
it gets here,” global suitability models diagram the geography of affordance 
into which that potential new pathogen would arrive. To which landscapes, 
ecologies, or configurations of human-animal relations would the spread of a 
disease be possible, if it were to emerge? Would here be more likely than there? 

At the beginning of this book I showed how the idea of the influenza pan- 
demic was linked to the moral pursuit of world health and the monitoring of 
disease across a global scale. In turn, the monitoring of influenza pandemics 
(in 1957 and 1968) as they spread across the planet enabled a “point of origin” 
to come into view, although that point remained unfocused and unexplained. 
As the search for China’s pandemic epicenter progressed, the point of origin 
became defined as an ecological source, both a geographical place and a species 
reservoir. In chapter 2 I showed how scientific tools such as spatial ecology 
replaced the metaphoric treatment of the ecology of the epicenter, a process 
that I described, following Georges Canguilhem, as the displacement of scien- 
tific ideology. The more-recent global suitability maps show that the epicenter 
hypothesis itself was also ideological (in Canguilhem’s specific sense) or, per- 
haps more precisely, an example of what Ludwik Fleck called a “proto-idea.” 
For Fleck, proto-ideas are objects of knowledge and concern that guide the 
direction of scientific work, shape its development and passage, yet are subse- 
quently displaced by the results of that scientific inquiry. In his study of the 
invention of the Wasserman blood test for syphilis, Fleck notes that popular 
ideas associating syphilis with “changes in the blood” or “impure blood,” al- 


though they are “somewhat hazy” and “emerging from a chaotic mixture of ideas,” 
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are “undeniably linked” to and “scientifically embodied” in the subsequent de- 
velopment of the Wasserman reaction.” Similarly, a whole range of scientific 
and popular ideas involved in the accusation of China as an ecological “ground 
zero” for pandemics motivated and encouraged experimental research projects 
to map the spatial ecology of influenza risk across China’s landscapes. But the 
very creation of those maps shifted the question away from the localization of 
a point of origin toward new planetary assessments of suitability, affordance, 
and vulnerability to viral diseases. In the process these new maps reconfigured 
the relationships between influenza pandemic, global scale, and scientific in- 
quiry that had framed the initial search for the origins of pandemics. 

But the journey I followed here also differs in several respects from the 
scientific displacements examined in historical epistemology and sociology of 
science. Whereas Fleck, Canguilhem, and Rheinberger explore displacements 
within the confines of scientific experiments, I found displacements caused by 
the spatial movement of experimental systems into the landscapes and terri- 
tories of the epicenter. “Knowledge, after all, does not rest upon some substra- 
tum,” Fleck notes. “Only through continual movement and interaction can 
that drive be maintained which yields ideas and truths”? But there are impor- 
tant differences between taking displacement as a metaphor for conceptual 
movement within experiments, on the one hand, and tracing the consequences 
of the spatial movement of scientists and their experiments, on the other. One 
of these differences is that the scientific journey into the epicenter caused dis- 
placements to the subjects, as well as the objects, of scientific inquiry. 

In their report on the 2016 global suitability models, Gilbert and colleagues 
offered a provocative claim about what increased suitability for the spread of 
H5Nx avian influenza viruses. According to their results, H5Nx outbreaks are “best 
modelled by predictor variables relating to host distribution” rather than “land 
use or eco-climatic variables.’ Risk variables such as human population density 
and density of poultry population, as well as more specific host characteristics 
such as industrial poultry farming, all offered much better predictions of the 
distribution of outbreaks than any tested factor related to landscape or cli- 
mate, such as altitude, wetlands, or temperature variables. In contrast with 
earlier environmental or ecological theories of disease, such as those applied to 
vector-borne diseases in twentieth-century tropical medicine, this ecology is 
not rooted in geographic or climatic regions.” Rather, it is modern infrastruc- 
tures that shape the geographic extension and spatial arrangement of humans 
and their domestic animals, the most important host populations for the virus. 
For example, the production and distribution chains of feed manufacturing 


shape the location and scale of industrial layer farms, not features of the 
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immediate environment such as temperature or humidity. Indeed, feed man- 
ufacturing and biosecure poultry sheds are designed to detach poultry from 
these environmental contexts. As a result, the geography of suitability for H5N1 
outbreaks does not map along with climatic or ecological regions such as the 
tropics, but rather along with the development and distribution of livestock 
economies. 

Here, these global suitability models map a planetary geography of anthro- 
pogenic environmental risk that overlaps other recent diagrams of world risk 
society, threatened Gaia, global climate change, or the Anthropocene age.” 
Scientific accounts of the global environment, Tim Ingold has written, often 
involve a spatial confusion. The concept of environment, he notes, properly 
refers to “that which surrounds, and can exist, therefore, only in relation to 
what is surrounded.” But in the concept of a global environment, the environ- 
ment “is turned in upon itself, so that we who once stood at its centre become 
first circumferential and are finally expelled from it altogether,’ observing hu- 
manity, life, and the Earth as if from the outside.” In Ingold’s rendering, as 
human forms of life and production change the planet, a gap appears between 
the subject-centered production of working environments and the external 
point of view from which planetary change is observed. Ingold has described a 
contrast between “inhabitant knowledges,” a “way of knowing [that] is itself a 
path of movement through the world . . . along a line of travel,” and scientific 
or “occupant knowledge” that builds models out of discontinuous points and 
is “founded on a categorical distinction between the mechanics of movement 
and the formation of knowledge, or between locomotion and cognition.””¢ 

In this book I described how accompanied scientists on their journey into 
the epicenter in order to show how, in contrast to Ingold’s figuration of scientific 
work, the mechanics of their movement directly contributed to the formation 
of their knowledge. As they traveled into the epicenter, they made do amid un- 
familiar surroundings, interacted with other inhabitants, and encountered the 
outsides of their experimental knowledge. Ingold’s figure of the scientist as 
“occupant” rather than “inhabitant” is based on the laboratory model of expertise, 
in which scientific practice is understood as the detachment of facts. For him, 
scientists and their instruments “drop down” into a “series of fixed locations” 
to collect “facts” and remove them from their contexts: although a fact may be 
“discovered among the contents of a site, where it is, or how it came to be there, 


forms no part of what it is.””” 


But when scientists traveled to Poyang Lake, sev- 
eral of their most important findings, those that displaced their experimental 
systems into new directions, came when they left their laboratory practices 


behind and sought to understand the sites where they were standing. 
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To be sure, Gilbert and the others produced the global suitability maps 
long after they had departed from China and the pandemic epicenter. And at 
a glance, these maps do appear to invoke a trajectory of stratification—or what 
Ingold describes as “circumferential” knowledge of the global environment— 
that transcends the heterogeneity of cultural practices and political borders 
through detached ecological representations of the globe. As Bruno Latour 
recently warned regarding the sciences of the Anthropocene more generally, 
“The danger is always the same: the figure of the Globe authorizes a premature 
leap to a higher level by confusing the figures of connection with those of total- 
ity.””8 But if we treat scientific practice as a line of becoming and displacement 
rather than laboratory detachment, the expansion toward global scale need 
not invoke a fantasy of totality. Rather, global maps inscribe new lines of con- 
nection across the surface of the Earth. Knowledge of the global environment 
continues along disparate, forking pathways such as migratory-bird track- 
ing, remote sensing indicators, and statistical population models, and relies 
on techniques of “planetary-scale fieldwork” to build new connections across 
scales and ground-truth global representations.” 

The identification of anthropogenic drivers of environmental risk is not 
an end point for inquiry any more than the epicenter was a final destination. 
“We are the most important agent of change,” Marius Gilbert reflected when I 
asked him how the global suitability maps changed his understanding of avian 
influenza risk. “The first place to look is to look at what people do” The ques- 
tion that remains is the form that such looking will take: the manner in which 
contemporary global health will place anthropogenic environments under ob- 


servation and experiment, and the displacements that will result. 


FROM GLOBAL TO PLANETARY HEALTH 


Today, there is growing agreement that global health must go beyond the 
reactive containment of emerging outbreaks at pandemic epicenters. Yet there 
are at least two different visions for what form global health should take in an 
effort to mitigate the ecology of emerging diseases. 

One approach is spearheaded by an initiative known as the Global Virome 
Project (GVP), made up of participants from organizations including the WHO, 
the FAO, the U.S. cbc, the non-profit Ecohealth Alliance, virus hunter Na- 
than Wolfe’s private-sector Metabiota, China CDC, and many more. Leading 
researchers from these organizations launched the GvP in 2018 as a direct re- 
sponse to the failure of outbreak response in global health. “Following each 


outbreak,” write Dennis Carroll and colleagues, “the public health community 
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bemoans a lack of prescience, but after decades of reacting to each event with 
little focus on mitigation, we remain only marginally protected against the 
next epidemic”? Designed as a program of “large-scale sampling and viral dis- 
covery,’ the GVP plans to isolate previously unknown viruses from a wide range 
of animal hosts, sequence them in the laboratory, and then use both wet-lab 
and bioinformatics techniques to assess their risk.?! Rather than monitor viral 
outbreaks, the primary objective of the GvP is to construct a “global atlas of 
most of the planet’s naturally occurring potentially zoonotic viruses,” many of 
which have not caused human, livestock or even wildlife outbreaks.” By build- 
ing and researching a large collection of viral agents with zoonotic potential, 
the GVP aims to achieve the “preemption” of disease emergence.” In 2018, some 
of the first pilot projects began in China, where “scientists will collect virus 
samples from animals such as rats and bats for study using techniques such as 
next generation (DNA) sequencing to find whether new viruses exist,” reported 
Gao Fu of the China cpc.*4 

The global virome is global in the same sense as others have described the 
emergence of a “global biology” in stem-cell research, HIV vaccine develop- 
ment, and the Human Genome Project.” On the one hand, geographic lo- 
cations and animal reservoirs are defined as local sources where viruses are 
sampled and extracted; on the other, standard protocols for laboratory analy- 
sis and data sharing are used to exchange and research virus samples across 
a transnational domain. A focus of the initiative revolves around developing 
political protocols and technical infrastructure for data sharing in an effort 
to create “global ownership,’ preempting possible claims of viral or genomic 
sovereignty.’ Once viruses are assembled into a collection (the virome), ma- 
chine learning and bioinformatics approaches will predict risk based on virus 
genotype, enabling the development of countermeasures before any outbreak 
occurs. Viruses become global to the extent that infrastructures of sampling 
and sharing enable their “decontextualization and recontextualization, ab- 
stractability and movement, across diverse social and cultural situations”? In 
the Gvp the global takes the form of a network.® 

By contrast, the assessment of “global suitability” for zoonotic pandemics 
proposed by the researchers I accompanied in China provides a very differ- 
ent morphological model for global health. It moves beyond the extraction 
and exchange of viral agents in order to put landscape reconstruction at the 
core of pandemic preparedness. In a recent paper, Marius Gilbert, Xiao Xiang- 
ming, and the FAo’s Timothy Robinson reflect on the emergence of avian in- 
fluenza in China as “a ‘One Health/Ecohealth’ epitome.” Like proponents of 


the Gvp, they begin by remarking on the failure to predict the emergence of 
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several zoonotic diseases over the last few decades, including avian flu, but 
they offer a very different explanation for this failure. First, they argue, predic- 
tions and forecasts are typically based on what is known about a disease and 
its risk factors “where it circulates” but do not consider the range of factors 
that “could be important in different areas or under different conditions.’ In 
many cases, diseases emerged, or caused unexpectedly severe outbreaks, pre- 
cisely when the virus suddenly appeared in a new location (for instance, the 
West Africa Ebola outbreak in 2015). Second, predictions or forecasts are often 
poorly equipped to monitor “gradual changes in anthropogenic, environmen- 
tal and wildlife factors” or their interactions and feedback circuits. In their 
focus on viral discovery and risk assessment, most pandemic-preparedness ini- 
tiatives ignore how changes in social and ecological environments could trans- 
form the scale of threat posed by a particular pathogen. 

Gilbert and colleagues identify the industrialization and intensification of 
livestock farming as a pivotal pressure that drove the emergence and spread 
of avian influenza viruses in China. But the role of livestock in changing dis- 
ease landscapes is not “specific to parts of Asia,’ they add. Growing livestock 
populations across the world are giving rise to new diseases, from goat expan- 
sion in the Netherlands driving the emergence of Q fever to the outbreak of 
MERS that followed from intensification of camel production in the Middle 
East. In the face of these landscape pressures, intervention must go beyond 
early warning or even the preemption of virus emergence. Instead, they argue, 
global health should work to reduce the suitability of our planetary ecology 
for the emergence and transmission of zoonotic diseases, including the “de- 
industrialization” of livestock farming in high-income countries and its “sus- 
tainable intensification” in poor countries.‘ 

To better understand the implications of this diagnosis for global health, I 
would like to situate Gilbert and colleagues’ proposal in the context of a recent 
initiative known as planetary health.“ Led by the Rockefeller Foundation in 
conjunction with the British health journal The Lancet, planetary health differs 
from the many similar-sounding programs—One Health, Ecohealth, ecosys- 
tem health—in several important respects. The planetary health approach is 
based on the idea that human health must be considered in conjunction with 
the overall health of planetary ecosystems. Arguing that economic develop- 
ment has made the human population “healthier than it has ever been,” plan- 
etary health reports also note that economic development has created unpre- 
cedented threats and risks to planetary ecosystems: pesticide accumulation, 
depletion of ocean fisheries, and, of course, global climate change. As Lancet 


editors Richard Horton and Selina Lo elaborate, planetary health highlights 
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how human health depends on a “safe operating space” defined by “planetary 
existence”: “if the boundaries of that space are breached, the conditions for our 
survival will be diminished.” But the concept of planetary health also focuses 
on the reflexivity of health threats: “the risks we face lie within ourselves and 
the societies we have created,” Horton and Lo claim.* 

In these projects, I suggest, global health adopts the form of a sphere rather 
than a network of standards that enable decontextualization and transfer. 
Thinking about the globe as a spherical form means considering how the 
whole Earth, the terrestrial planet, is made into a unified object of knowledge 
and intervention. By this I do not mean the seventeenth-century image of the 
Earth as a round globe, a billiard ball in infinite space, but rather the more re- 
cent configuration of the Earth as a fragile, bounded sphere within which life 
is possible.” By considering global health within the context of the biosphere, 
the interconnections of human and nonhuman health, the feedback loops be- 
tween human actions and ecological reactions, are brought to the fore. As Hor- 
ton and Lo put it, global health action must understand both the dependence 
of human health on its planetary operating space and the human, reflexive role 
in transforming those ecological conditions. In doing so, this spherical form 
of global health makes visible the planetary-scale risks that we face but also 
reveals the opportunities to condense rather than amplify feedback loops. 

Yet despite the promise of the planetary health vision, it remains largely 
utopian without concrete infrastructure for both monitoring and reconstruct- 
ing pathogenic landscapes. In the Global Virome Project, as I showed above, 
new transnational and transdisciplinary—global—collaborations are built 
on the foundation of data-sharing protocols and database infrastructures. To 
achieve the objectives of planetary health, I suggest, requires a different form 
of global collaboration. The most important divisions are not so much those 
separating the vertical “silos” between disciplines or the borders between 
nation-states, but rather the horizontal scractifications separating lab sciences 
from field sciences, bioscience experts from livestock farmers, and humans 
from nonhumans. 

It would be tempting to argue that anthropology, drawing on field research 
and ever attentive to difference, offers a solution to this problem of stratifica- 
tion.** In fact, however, I believe that the figure of the veterinarian offers the 
best opportunity for building transversal connections between the strata where 
life is treated as an object of knowledge and those where life is treated as a 
means of production. Gao Lili, the national veterinarian of the FAO Emergency 
Center, once offered me an important piece of advice. In a conversation at the 


Emergency Center, she noted that China’s poultry trade was sharply divided 
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between an official sector in which formal contracts between farmers and traders 
predominated, and a folk (minjian) sector where contracts remained unwritten 
and supported by trust in personal relationships. I interjected that I was consid- 
ering collaborating with social scientists at one of Beijing’s universities to better 
understand these folk poultry economies. Gao laughed. She said that if I really 
wanted to know the “details of the field,” I should work with local veterinarians, 
not sociologists. Or even better, find someone who works at a veterinary pharma- 
ceutical or vaccine manufacturer. They will know the most farmers. 

Yet the veterinarian is not a single figure. In China, for instance, the veteri- 
nary sector is increasingly stratified by the separation of official veterinarians, 
skilled in laboratory and technical knowledges, and the duck doctors who set 
up their medicine shops at poultry marketplaces. The role of China’s livestock 
industry in the global antimicrobial resistance disaster offers an illuminating 
recent instance of the dangers of this stratification. On the one hand, official 
veterinarians in China’s Ministry of Agriculture are attempting to enforce 
new laws prohibiting the use of antimicrobials as growth promoters (including 
as additives to manufactured feeds). According to recent accounts, however, 
farmers continue to misuse antimicrobials, including “the ineffective and in- 
appropriate use of the drugs, timing, dosage, and duration, . .. . [and] the use 
of counterfeit and substandard products.” As Ziping Wu explains, this misuse 
is primarily because “the advisory role commonly played by veterinarians is 
increasingly taken over by salespersons of companies that sell their products 
directly to farmers.”** Duck doctors—in addition to the obvious profit-seeking 
motivations—lack the ability to see the antibiotic resistance problem, which 
demands observations at a longitudinal, multispecies, and perhaps even plan- 
etary scale. Yet the official veterinarians apparently lack something equally 
troubling: the ability to understand what farmers are doing and the capacity to 
advise farmers on better practices. 

The collaborations needed for planetary health are not those that enable 
better data-sharing platforms among disciplines but rather those that in- 
crease alliances across heterogeneous domains of knowledge and production. 
New assemblages, as Deleuze and Guattari proposed, are always initiated by 
displacements—movements of deterritorialization and decoding—that cross 
and reconnect different strata.*° But I would reiterate that there are multiple 
trajectories of displacement. In an era of planetary health, the next generation 
of health workers and veterinarians needs something more than the laboratory 
devices that, like powerful levers, displace natural and social environments, 
enabling scientists to “raise the world.”4” What they most urgently need is re- 


ceptiveness to the outside, a capacity to be moved by the world. 
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POSTSCRIPT 


On December 31, 2019, China sent a report to the WHO documenting a cluster of 
cases of severe respiratory pneumonia at a wholesale market in the central city 
of Wuhan (Hubei Province), and linking the cluster to the emergence of a novel 
coronavirus. As I write less than two months later, the disease—now officially 
known as COVID-19—threatens to cause a global pandemic.! 

As the outbreak grew, international media began to refer to Wuhan as the 
“epicenter” of the coronavirus outbreak.” By the end of January, with the New 
Year holiday approaching, China responded with intensive measures in an 
effort to control transmission. Wuhan city was “locked down,’ with no trav- 
elers permitted to leave or enter. Soon after, other secondary cities in Hubei 
were also locked down. Workers built two makeshift hospitals in a matter of 
weeks. Cities across China mandated residents to wear surgical face masks 
in public. Still, the virus spread, reaching countries across Asia, Europe, and 
North America. Some experts warned that the virus could infect as many as 
two thirds of the world’s population, and could even become a new seasonal 
scourge like influenza. Yet only a few months before, the virus had never in- 
fected a human being. 

Once again, global attention focused on the hypothetical source of a 
dangerous virus: geographically, in China; and ecologically, in animals. The 
first cluster of cases primarily involved stall owners at the Huanan Seafood 
Wholesale Market in central Wuhan, who developed severe pneumonia and 
were warded at hospital intensive care units. Reports soon emerged that the 
market sold much more than seafood, including a variety of “wild” animals. 
In samples taken from patients, the Wuhan Institute of Virology isolated a 
virus with genetic resemblances to SARS-coronavirus and another coronavirus 
previously isolated from bats, suggesting a wildlife reservoir.’ Then, research- 
ers from China CDC reported that they isolated COVID-19 virus genes in envi- 
ronmental samples taken from the Huanan market. The virus spilled over into 
humans from “wild animals at the seafood market,’ declared Gao Fu, director 
of the China cpc.* 

A backlash against the farming, trade, and consumption of wild animals 


quickly followed in both international and Chinese publics. In the international 


press, vivid descriptions of “omnivorous” wet markets depicted the sale of civet 
cats, snakes, and wolf pups in dense crowded stalls covered with water, feath- 
ers, and blood.’ Reiterating the “Orientalist” responses to SARS and avian flu, 
the emergence of the virus was blamed on “unruly” Chinese consumers who 
mixed nature and culture in unacceptable ways. But many people in China 
have also called for a permanent ban on wildlife trading, farming, and con- 
sumption in the country. Nineteen scientists from the China Academy of Sci- 
ences, including senior virologists from Wuhan, published an open letter on 
social media calling for the elimination of illegal wildlife trade. “Regulate the 
illegal wildlife trade at the source, by completely banning the illegal consump- 
tion of wild animals,” the letter demanded. On January 26, China instituted a 
temporary national ban on wildlife trading, and in the weeks that followed, 
police raids led to the arrests of over 700 for violations of the ban. A compre- 
hensive, permanent ban is being considered by the National People’s Congress, 
China’s top legislative body. 

In ways reminiscent of the responses to pandemic influenza and SARS, 
scientists transposed laboratory research with viruses onto the landscapes of 
southern China. Phylogenetic accounts of viral kinship—particularly the re- 
semblance of the COVID-19 virus (isolated from humans) to BatCoV RaTGı 
(isolated from horseshoe bats in Yunnan)—were transformed into historical 
narratives of how the virus emerged from wild animal to human populations. 
Underlying the dramatic tales of wild animal markets, therefore, is an equally 
dramatic story about laboratories and international data-sharing. In early Jan- 
uary, Chinese labs posted a complete sequence of the COVID-19 virus genome 
to the EpiFlu database platform managed by the Global Initiative to Share 
All Influenza Data (GISAID), a database designed to balance wide accessibility 
with the distribution of credit and other benefits to the originating laborato- 
ries without relying on legal claims to viral sovereignty.’ Teams in Austria, the 
United States, and Singapore quickly began posting research findings based on 
bioinformatics modeling that showed the relationships to other viruses, as well 
identifying possible vaccine and pharmaceutical targets. 

In order to develop these comparative inferences, researchers relied on a 
large archive of coronaviruses previously sampled from bats and other animals 
in China. Since 2009, the USAID’s Predict program and the Global Virome Proj- 
ect have sampled viruses from “bats and rats” in south China. Led by Chinese 
laboratories, including the Wuhan Institute of Virology, these viral discovery 
programs collected at least fifteen novel coronaviruses from bats, including 
eleven isolated from a single bat cave in south China’s Yunnan Province. More 


broadly, the sequencing skills and capacity demonstrated in the response to 
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the outbreak built on China’s enormous investment in laboratory sciences— 
including the construction of a biosafety level 4 laboratory, capable of work- 
ing with the most dangerous pathogens, at Wuhan. Finally, international shar- 
ing of the genome sequences drew on China’s previous negotiations with the 
GISAID database, and contrasted with the “competitive global coordination” 
that characterized the sequencing race during SARS.’ The response to the coro- 
navirus outbreak demonstrated the success of what I called a network model of 
global health, in which large-scale collection of viruses and data-sharing across 
borders enable rapid response to emerging viruses—if not, in this case, their 
prediction and prevention. 

Yet just as the outbreak demonstrated the success of the global health pro- 
grams devoted to collecting and sequencing viruses, it also exposed the rela- 
tive paucity of cultural and ecological knowledge of the context of viral emer- 
gence. Detailed models of the molecular structure of the COVID-19 coronavirus 
have been published on the GIsaID website; thickly branching phylogenetic 
trees showing the relatedness of hundreds of virus samples sequenced since 
the onset of the epidemic are widely circulated; but a basic fact like the num- 
ber and variety of animal species sold at the Huanan wholesale market is still 
unknown. Crucial questions that would enable understanding how a virus 
that previously infected bats “spilled over” into other animal and then human 
populations are hardly asked, let alone answered: where are wild animal farms 
located and distributed across China’s rural landscapes?; where do farms over- 
lap with the ranges of wild bats?; what new or changing farming practices may 
have increased contacts across the domestic-wild interface?; which formal 
and informal trading networks moved animals from farms to Wuhan? As 
Marius Gilbert and colleagues wrote, viral discovery leads us to identify vi- 
ruses with the location of their host reservoirs—in this case, bat caves in south 
China—but we ignore the “gradual changes in anthropogenic environmental 
and wildlife factors” that could lead one of these viruses to emerge rather than 
others, often in locations far from their original reservoir.!° We need better 
diagnostics of the ecological suitability for spillover, maps of the highways and 
bridges of viral traffic between wild animals and humans, and not only archives 
of viruses collected from wildlife reservoirs. 

The widespread calls to permanently ban all wildlife trade, including wild- 
life farming, may be useful in the immediate context of the outbreak, particu- 
larly since the relevant host species is still unknown. Ironically, however, calls 
for a permanent ban also reflect our limited cultural and ecological knowl- 
edge of human-wildlife relations. A comprehensive ban would encompass an 


enormous variety of species farmed and traded under China’s “special-type 
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husbandry” (tezhong yangzhi) rules, including everything from frogs, turkeys, 
and quails to civet cats, bamboo rats, tigers, and bears. There is no doubt that 
some of these species do pose zoonotic disease risks, and a few have even been 
linked to the emergence of viral diseases (such as civet cats, suspected to play 
a role in the SARs outbreak). But others (frogs, turkeys) are not considered sig- 
nificant health threats at all. 

Banning wildlife markets is also likely to drive them underground, lead- 
ing to other unexpected risks. In 2013, several cities in eastern China closed 
live poultry markets after the emergence of a novel strain of avian influenza 
A(H7NQ) in humans. Although the closure of the markets did reduce human 
cases in the cities in the short term, an FAO study showed that it also led to the 
expansion of the outbreak by disrupting the typical poultry trade flow, causing 
the emergence of new trade network patterns and spreading the virus to previ- 
ously uninfected areas.!! Two years after live poultry markets were banned in 
Guangzhou, underground black markets were thriving.” 

Finally, a comprehensive ban on wildlife economies could further expand 
the stratification of knowledge and production that I diagnosed in this book, 
making the forms and patterns of wild animal farming and consumption even 
less transparent to veterinary governance than they are now. Cultural practices 
and ecological changes need to be spotlighted with as much care as viruses are 
examined under the microscope, and this will require ground-up collaboration 
with farmers, traders, and consumers rather than a social process of scapegoat- 
ing and exclusion. If there is any hope in predicting and preventing the next 
emerging viral pathogen, it will rely on inventing new instruments of ecologi- 
cal and social research that are capable of tracing the links between viruses 
and their environments, reimagining the classificatory oppositions of wild and 
domestic, and, most difficult of all, working across the stratigraphic divide that 


separates virological and veterinary experts from rural farm producers. 
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The treaty that ended the war allowed the imprisoned settlers a period 
of eighteen months to return freely to French soil. The situation of the 
Acadians who had been left in the American colonies wasn’t much bet- 
ter, since they had been considered potential traitors by the Americans 
who found them in their midst. Some of them were aware that to the 
west, in the Louisiana territories beyond the Mississippi River, the land 
was still controlled by the French. The first organized group of Acadians 
to try to reach Louisiana were remnants of the bands of fighting men 
who had tried to hold off the British in Halifax. They gathered together 
enough money to hire a ship to carry them to New Orleans and finally, 
after a stop in Santo Domingo in the Caribbean, arrived in the city in 
February, 1765. Probably the number of Acadians who stumbled off the 
ship’s gangway was no more than twenty. 

The total number of Acadians who finally reached Louisiana, some 
making the difficult journey overland from the American coastal colo- 
nies through Indian territory, is thought to be somewhere between five 
and ten thousand. With their dismal luck, however, they reached Loui- 
siana at the moment when it was turned over to Spain by the French 
government. They had been away from France for more than a century, 
they had just endured several years as virtual prisoners in Halifax and 
in the American colonies, and now they faced a future as Spanish sub- 
jects. What saved them was the indifference of the Spanish, who were 
so desperate for settlers that they would have accepted virtually anyone 
who showed up at the New Orleans docks. 


For the African Americans who also drifted into the flat farmlands west 
of the Mississippi River, the journey was not as complicated. Most were 
slaves who worked the large plantations that had been established along 
the Mississippi by the early generation of French planters. Sugar had 
also been planted on some of the land, but the nearby Caribbean islands 
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produced so much sugar that for some time Louisiana’s sugar produc- 
tion was not a major economic factor. At the end of the Civil War the 
freed slaves found themselves in a different situation from the large 
work-forces that had been tied to the cotton growing areas of Alabama 
and Mississippi. The French language that the slaves had learned from 
their owners put them at a disadvantage if they moved to an English- 
speaking area, so many of them stayed in western Louisiana, despite 
the poor soil, the isolation, and the lack of any kind of commercial en- 
terprise. Since the same difficulties faced the Cajuns, the society that 
emerged was much more integrated economically than in other areas. 
Both groups, African American and French American, were poor, and 
in the small communities out on the flat, sparsely settled countryside 
they could share their poverty. 

Dopsie was born in 1932 outside of Lafayette, on a farm close to Caren- 
cro, and in those hardscrabble Depression years there was never enough 
money for him to go to school, even if there had been much concern 
about educating young African Americans in rural Louisiana at that 
moment. Schooling was always an elusive goal for children like Dopsie. 
He spent some time in the classroom but he dropped out at a very early 
age and never learned to read or write. Although western Louisiana was 
never as racially restricted as the “cotton belt” areas to the east, black 
children still had the poorest opportunities for education. Like everyone 
who grew up in his part of the state, Dopsie spoke both French and 
English, and when he began playing, still a teenager, most of the songs 
he knew were the same French pieces that his neighbors knew. 

The land today is still a patchwork of small farms and meandering 
narrow roads, many of them unmarked and some still unpaved. The 
dark nights, the unexpected rains, the condition of the roads, and the 
prevalence of heavy drinking have made automobile accidents a com- 
mon tragedy. Three of the musicians I recorded in Lafayette in the 1970s 
were killed in accidents on wet roads within a few months of the ses- 
sions. In the beginning some of the Cajuns tried cattle raising, but many 
others turned to the same small scale farming they had done in Canada, 
and within two or three generations they found themselves trapped in a 
cycle of near poverty that lasted until the end of the Second World War 
and the boom in the oil industry along the Gulf Coast. Mingled with the 
freed slaves and the Cajuns was still a thin scattering of native peoples, 
but they soon disappeared. Along the dirt roads were scattered frame 
houses set in the midst of cleared fields, with a growth of trees close to 
the houses to provide some shade and a little privacy. 

To someone driving on one of the back roads, there is not much to 
tell you which houses are white or black owned. Like the Cajuns, the 
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African Americans tried small scale farming, and they also found poorly 
paid employment in the same kinds of hauling, cleaning, repairing, and 
building services that emerged at the same time in the white communi- 
ties. The cane fields west of New Orleans and south of the Mississippi 
also expanded, using labor that was almost entirely black. At the end of 
many dirt roads in southern Louisiana there are still small cane worker’s 
villages, with a dusty, unpaved main street, a shabby grocery store, usu- 
ally with a gas pump in front, and rows of weathered frame shacks that 
are home to predominately black families. 


Although the music that came out of these isolated, poor, racially mixed 
communities west of New Orleans was called, with some pride, “French 
music,” except for the French language of some of the songs there’s 
nothing about the playing that’s French. The Acadians had been away 
from France for a hundred years before they were driven out of Canada, 
and it was another century before the isolated communities began to 
develop a local consciousness following the defeat of the Confederacy. 
None of the dances that are characteristic of Cajun music, the two-steps 
and the waltzes, existed in France before the Acadians left their home- 
land. The most popular instrument, the accordion, first appeared in 
crude forms in Vienna in the 1820s, and although it passed through 
Louisiana in the wagons with German immigrants in the 1840s and 
1850s, the instrument was still clumsy, and performers found it was 
difficult to play in tune with the Cajun fiddles. It wasn’t until the early 
1900s that cheap, dependable accordions appeared in the Cajun areas, 
and the instrument was gradually adopted by both Cajun and Creole 
musicians. The German settlers carried it farther west to Texas, where 
it became popular with the laborers from Mexico who found work in 
their fields. The most popular music today in northern Mexico is the 
accordion-based Nortefios music that has obvious ties to the accordion 
styles of Louisiana. 

Although there are only patchy descriptions of the music in south- 
ern Louisiana before the first recordings were made in the late 1920s, 
the Cajun musicians generally credit the African American musicians 
with creating many of the songs and the instrumental techniques that 
became popular in the little dance halls in the area. Among the first mu- 
sicians to record was a slight, short, light-skinned accordionist named 
Amédé Ardoin, who became one of the legendary artists of the quiet 
countryside. Ardoin was born in 1898 to a mother and father who had 
both been slaves. His father had acquired a large farm, but he was killed 
in an accident only a few months after his son’s birth. Ardoin continued 
to live with his mother until her death when he was in his twenties, and 
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he then moved in with a brother. His first accordion was an instrument 
that had been purchased for another of his brothers, but it was Amédé, 
as the family’s baby, who took over the instrument and taught himself 
to play it. When he registered for the draft in 1918 his occupation was 
given as “farmer,” but he is remembered as spending most of his time 
playing his accordion. He managed to scrape out a living in poor country 
by staying on the move and playing for any kind of crowd he could find. 
Sometimes he traveled on horseback, sometimes he hitchhiked to get 
around, carrying his instrument in a flour sack. 

Ardoin was popular for dances because he lent an indefinable swing 
to the familiar pieces, and in his singing he brought the intonations of 
the blues into the Cajun repertoire. He played for white audiences more 
than he did for black audiences, but it was an uneasy way of life as he 
tried to pick his way through the sullen undercurrents of racism that sur- 
rounded him. Although he pretended to deal with the situation casually, 
he was aware that in the isolated farm country he could never be sure he 
was safe from drunken violence. For many years he played in a duet with 
a talented white fiddler named Dennis McGhee, and McGhee’s presence 
helped soothe some of the jealousies that his partner’s playing aroused. 
They first recorded together in 1929, when Columbia Records brought 
them to their temporary recording facilities in New Orleans. The next 
year they recorded again for Brunswick Records, and there was another 
session in New York for Bluebird Records in 1934. On their recordings 
it was Ardoin who did the singing, in a high, emotional blues-tinged 
voice, with his accordion and McGhee’s fiddle providing the accompa- 
niment. Their arrangements of many of the traditional pieces are still 
performed today. For a final session, in New York in December 1934 for 
Decca Records, he recorded twelve songs, for the first time performing 
as a soloist. 

Aman named Vincent Lejeune, whose father ran a dance place in the 
country and who regularly hired Ardoin to play, described the crowds 
on the nights Ardoin appeared. 


They’d come from Church Point, Lewisburg, Eunice, Opelousas, Basile. 
People would come from miles. Wagons, buggies, old Model T’s, and 
horseback, every weekend. They’d charge the people twenty-five cents to 
come in to the dance, and Amede got seventy-five, eighty dollars some 
time. It was good money, because five or six dollars in those days for a 
musician, that was top money... Amede would sing anything he wanted. 
His voice would go through you. He could play some music, every woman 
in the dance hall would cry. They’d stop dancing. Sat down and wiped 
the tears. Oh yes sir, he made the women cry, and the men would hang 
their heads down.! 
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Although there is no agreement about the incident that ended his ca- 
reer, the most widely repeated story is that at a dance about 1949 a white 
woman lent him her handkerchief to wipe his perspiring face, and two 
men followed him into the darkness and beat him so savagely he was 
never able to play again. The story has also been denied or so altered in 
the telling that the truth will probably never be known. He might have 
suffered a beating, but whether it was over a borrowed handkerchief 
or even if it was the beating that caused his decline could never be es- 
tablished. As little is known about his death as about what happened 
to him that night on the way home from the dance. He seems to have 
died in the state asylum in Pineville three or four years later, but even 
this is uncertain. 

What is clearer is that his recordings helped bring the accordion back 
into Cajun music. The popularity of western swing had led most of the 
local bands to modernize, adding the string bass and the electric steel 
guitar. The old style accordion didn’t have the harmonic range or the 
smooth sound that the new bands wanted. For several years Cajun dance 
music was dominated by the fiddlers. In the complicated exchanges that 
have characterized the development of Louisiana music, it was a young 
white musician named Iry Lejeune, who picked up the blues influenced 
singing style and the rhythmic accordion accompaniment from Ardoin’s 
recordings, and guided Cajun music back toward its older traditions. 
Lejeune was born in 1928 near Church Point, but he was virtually blind, 
and, like Ardoin, he was never able to do farm work. From Ardoin’s 
recordings, Lejeune learned the blues vocal style that he in turn passed 
on to the younger musicians who heard his records. His first session 
was for a small local company in 1949. Lejeune’s career ended tragically 
when he was killed in a roadside accident in 1955. He and the violinist 
J. B. Fuselier were coming back from a dance late at night when a flat 
tire stopped them on the road. While they were changing the tire in the 
darkness another car struck them, and Lejuene was thrown into a field, 
dying instantly. He was only twenty-six years old, and he’d had time to 
record only twenty-six songs. 


Zydeco’s roots lie in the entire spectrum of the music of the bayou coun- 
tryside, but an earlier song style shaped some of the music’s distinctive 
character. When older musicians, both black and white, were first in- 
terviewed, they still could remember a kind of singing they had known 
when they were children. It was a solo song style accompanied only by 
hand clapping called juré. The first juré recording was made by John 
Lomax and his son Alan on a journey through Louisiana in the 1930s. 
At a church gathering in 1934 in Lake Arthur they recorded a young 
man named Jimmy Peters, who sang a verse for them that included 
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the phrase “les haricots sont pas salé.” The song’s sources were clearly 
an older Acadian folk song, but this verse was a recent addition. In 
his excellent study The Kingdom of Zydeco New Orleans writer Michael 
Tisserand discussed both the recording by the Lomaxes and the in- 
fluence of juré songs on later Cajun music.’ The term juré means, in 
French, sworn to testify, but Tisserand also points out that the name 
bazar, which refers to the church socials where the songs often were 
sung is sometimes also used to describe the style.’ 

In one of the many interviews Tisserand did with living musicians he 
discussed juré songs with the legendary black fiddler Canray Fontenot. In 
an earlier interview with Alan Govenar, which Tisserand quoted, Clifton 
Chenier, the king of the zydeco artists, talked about his groundbreaking 
1965 recording of the classic zydeco anthem “Zydeco sont pas salé,” 
which has a distinctive rhythmic and melodic style. “The beat came from 
the religion people,” Chenier insisted. 

When he was interviewed by Tisserand, Canray Fontenot recalled a 
conversation he had had with Chenier, and it may be the closest we can 
come to establishing the links between Acadian folk songs and the later 
forms of Cajun and zydeco music that have taken some of their form 
from them. 


One day me and Clifton was talking. He said, “Say, Canray, a long time 
ago, they used to have some juré.” He said, “Did you ever go at one of 
them things?” I said, “No, Clifton, I never did.” Because they used to have 
that where they didn’t have no musicians, but I was born where they had 
some musicians. What was it, them juré, they didn’t have no music, but 
them old people would sit down, clap their hands,and make up a song. 
And they would dance on that, them people. Around Basile there, they 
didn’t fool with nothing like that. I kept saying I wanted to go around 
Mamou and Ville Platte, where they used to have them juré. 

But Clifton’s daddy was an accordion player, and he said that his daddy 
played one of them juré songs, and they called that “Zydeco est pas salé,” 
Which means the snap beans don’t have no salt in them. So Clifton says, 
“That ‘Zydeco est pas salé’ song is good, but the way Daddy played that, 
that’s the wrong speed.” 

[Clifton] says, “I’m going to take that same song, and I’m going to put 
a different speed on it and them people are going to be able to dance 
that.” And he did, too. And when he started, everybody wanted to play the 
accordion, everybody wanted to play what Clifton played.* 


It was significant that Fontenot remembers that juré songs were sung 
in the church halls after services. In many rural churches, slaves, or after 
1863 freed blacks, were permitted to be present on separate benches 
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during church services and sometimes they could linger in the back- 
ground at the after-church social gatherings. It was only in churches 
that this kind of contact between the races would be countenanced. The 
black worshippers could hear the accapella Acadian songs sung in the 
church halls, and they would have learned many of them themselves. As 
the newly freed men and women built their own churches they created 
these same moments of juré song, and it is here that the first steps in the 
interchange began. When a Cajun singer like Joseph Falcon talks about 
learning a song from his African neighbors, often it is a song that has 
its roots in the Acadian folk tradition. What Falcon heard was the new 
rhythmic style of the African American musicians as they performed 
the old songs. As Clifton Chenier described it, the black Creoles “put a 
different speed on it.” 

But with the song “Zydeco sont pas salé” we also come close to another 
of Louisiana’s musical influences. The melody is chant-like, with many 
of the characteristics of African song. It is shaped around a continu- 
ous, repetitive melodic figure without any defined European harmonic 
pattern and with a close association to a gapped pentatonic scale. If it 
is slowed down to the tempo that Clifton remembers from his father’s 
accordion version, the minor mode of its melody becomes more obvi- 
ous. An older zydeco musician, Sidney Babineaux, told Tisserand that he 
remembered hearing the piece as a juré melody before 1895. The melody 
is still played today by every zydeco musician. Dopsie remembered play- 
ing it when he was working in little country juke joints for tips as a boy, 
and the only accompaniment was Chester Zeno’s rubboard. 

Nothing in vernacular music, however, remains fixed for long. Audi- 
ences change and their musical tastes change. The melody has stayed 
the same—one of the scant handful of melodies widely performed in the 
South that still have the distinctive sound of an African song—but even 
in the nearly twenty years that I recorded zydeco bands, the style of play- 
ing the piece continually changed. When I first heard Dopsie play it at a 
dance outside of Lawtelle he still performed it the old way with accordion 
and Chester Zeno’s frottoir. The only addition was the drums. Since the 
other members of the band didn’t have anything to play, they stood on 
the stage smiling and watching the swooping dancers. Then after a few 
months the bass player worked out a simple riff pattern to the melody. 
When John Hart, the tenor saxophone player who had been working 
with Clifton Chenier, came into the band he introduced an extended 
solo in the arrangement. When I heard the piece with Clifton’s band two 
or three years later, a trumpeter, Warren Ceasar, was in the band, and 
both the tenor sax and the trumpet soloed. Most recently when I heard 
the song played in a New Orleans bar, the bass player had worked out a 
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rudimentary harmonic pattern, and probably somewhere down the line 
the African melody will finally be drawn into the popular mainstream. 


If you drive west out of New Orleans today, looking for music, the roads 
have improved, but there is still a wildness about the bayous, a worn 
shabbiness about the small towns. Just west of New Orleans you find 
yourself crossing miles of flooded land. Off the side of the elevated high- 
way you look down into a darkly tangled cypress forest, and through the 
branches you can glimpse the moodily glistening surface of the water 
that floods much of the land. The occasional dry stretches of land are 
choked with brush and bayou grasses. Narrow, winding channels in the 
bayous open out like church aisles leading away from the large streams 
that meander across the hazy countryside. Along the wire fences close 
to the highway you see the hunched shapes of hawks, and in the air is 
a scattering of smaller birds gliding down into the canopy of trees and 
vines. 

Past the swamplands, as you continue driving west, you come to drier 
ground, and a weave of narrow rutted roads that go back along the curv- 
ing mounds of the earth levees that keep the bayous in their channels. 
Then you reach a stringy growth of cypresses that bring you to a longer, 
higher elevated roadway over the Atchafalaya Basin. The term basin sug- 
gests the size of the vast, almost lake-like, spreading stream of water that 
flows south from the Mississippi River, but it doesn’t give an impression 
of the power of the water currents below you. If the system of levees clos- 
ing it off eventually fails, the Atchafalaya will act out its ancient destiny, 
seizing the flooding waters on the other side of the artificial barriers 
and become the main channel of a newly directed Mississippi, leaving 
New Orleans without its river. At the center of the basin’s moody cur- 
rents you see off to the south almost to the Gulf, with the trees, their 
straight trunks half sunken into the water, looking as if they’d impul- 
sively started to scatter somewhere in the swamp, then changed their 
mind and stayed where they were. 

A few miles west of the basin you pass the turnoffs to Lafayette, and 
the land becomes drier and browner. The prairies stretch on either side 
of the car, the modest, small houses set back away from the road, the 
flat fields divided into grazing strips with rusted barbed wire. If you con- 
tinue west, turn off the highway, and swing north to a small town like 
Mamou you find yourself in the old Acadia—a main street with a seedy 
hotel, a convenience store, two or three gas stations, and, in Mamou, the 
well-known bar Fred’s Lounge. Its small door opens into a low-ceilinged 
barroom that for years broadcast a disorganized live Cajun radio show 
on Saturday mornings with a band led by the fiddler Sadie Courville 
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and the guitarist Preston Manuel. The town’s frame houses were built 
along a grid of rectangular streets laid out by surveyors when the prairie 
was opened a century ago. The houses line the neglected streets behind 
patches of bushes closing in the small lawns, half hidden by the growth 
of dark trees, their porches shrouded with rusting screens to fend off 
the mosquitoes. 


The weekends when Dopsie and his Cajun Twisters drove over to Hous- 
ton only occurred every couple of months. It was in this flat stretch of 
land, in the scattered small towns west of the basin, where the band did 
most of their playing. Sometimes there were jobs in Lafayette and they 
didn’t have to travel. A school dance, a church hall social, a night on the 
band stand at the old Bon Ton Roulay before it burned, a shambling 
dance hall close to the center of the city. Not far from Dopsie’s house 
was the frame building that housed the Blue Angel Lounge, the home 
club for Clifton Chenier’s Red Hot Louisiana Band when he was able 
to play. 

Dopsie drove the band to the jobs in his van, just as he’d done that 
weekend in Houston, picking them up at their scattered homes and get- 
ting them back at the end of the night. The longest drive was for saxo- 
phonist John Hart, who lived north of Lafayette in Opelousas. John was 
blind, so Dopsie’s last hour of driving was always that empty stretch of 
road to John’s home in a darkened Opelousas suburb. Dopsie was also 
aware that if he was doing the driving he knew where everybody was, 
and he wouldn’t have any trouble with one of his musicians going off 
the road after a night of drinking on the bandstand. 

On any Saturday night in the countryside between Lafayette and Lake 
Charles there could be a dozen zydeco bands like Dopsie’s pulling up 
into the rutted parking lots behind the shadowy dance halls, hauling 
their amplifiers and microphones up on the battered band stands and 
laughing and shouting as they unwound cables, and strung out wires, 
while the drummer patiently screwed together cymbals and pedals. 
Buckwheat Zydeco, Fernest Arcenaux and the Thunders, Sampy and the 
Bad Habits, Nathan Williams and the Zydeco Cha Chas, John Delafose 
and the Eunice Playboys, The Sam Brothers Five, Boozoo Chavis, Beau 
Jocque and the Hi-Rollers—so many bands like them out in their vans. 
Some of the bands had a driver who helped them set up, but a driver 
had to get some kind of salary, and the jobs didn’t pay much. A leader 
like Dopsie, to keep a band together, had to pay a weekly salary to his 
musicians, and anything extra came out of the leader’s money. 

Some of the dance halls where they played were well known, like 
Richard’s, (pronounced REE-shards), outside of Lawtell, but despite its 
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Rockin’ Dopsie and the Cajun Twisters performing at the Fort Spriggs club in 
Houston, 1983. John Hart and Alton Jr. Rubin are visible behind Dopsie. 


illuminated sign close to the edge of the road even Richard’s was hard 
to find in the darkness. The building is about the size and shape of the 
large sheds used for storing farm machinery, and at night the light over 
the doorway is the only thing that gives it a different appearance from 
the scattered large sheds along the highway that are used for storing 
farm machinery. Some of the other places are much harder to find, 
and even with instructions over the telephone from one of the band 
members you still can spend frustrating hours driving along the dark, 
twisting roads and at the end of the drive find yourself in a half-empty, 
unfamiliar barroom, with a tinny juke box and a line of regulars on bar 
stools looking around and wondering what you’re doing there. 


It was New Orleans that introduced me to Dopsie. There were clubs in 
the city like Tipitina’s out on Magazine Street, or the Maple Leaf Club 
on Oak Street that were bringing the bands over from western Louisi- 
ana, so the zydeco musicians had some exposure to a larger world. One 
of the most popular places for dancing today is a bowling alley on Car- 
rollton Avenue where the bands play over the rumble and clash of the 
bowling balls. The “Rock and Bowl,” as it’s called, was forced to close 
for several weeks after the hurricane, but it was already presenting its 
Thursday zydeco night less than three months later. New Orleans also 
presents its famed Jazz and Heritage Festival out on the grounds of the 
race track every spring. The festival tries to bring in every kind of Loui- 
siana music—along with every kind of Louisiana handicraft and food. 
Dopsie played it for several years. On one of his appearances he was 
mentioned by a popular music journal, and a copy of the article, with 
the name of the band underlined, “Rocking Dopsie and his Cajun Twist- 
ers,” made its way to the company I was working for as a producer. Why 
not go out to western Louisiana and look up that band with the colorful 
name? The band’s name intrigued us as much as the few sentences 
about the music. I was going to the United States in a few weeks to do 
some work in a studio in Nashville and I’d already produced albums 
with the Cajun musicians who lived in the same small towns outside of 
Lafayette, so I could fit in a trip to Louisiana to find Dopsie. 

The weekend after I finished in the studio in Nashville, Dopsie was 
advertised at Richard’s Dance Hall, outside of Lawtell. Four of us drove 
out from New Orleans. For once there was some moonlight and it was 
a bright night, and the directions we’d been given took us to the right 
town. Richard’s was just off the road in a pool of light that illuminated 
the potholed parking lot and the painted boards of the building’s sides. 
If it hadn’t been for the noise of the car’s engine we would have heard 
the club when we passed on the highway. Dopsie’s band was loud. The 
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amplifiers were cranked up, the sound system turned Dopsie’s voice 
into an emergency fire announcement, the drums sounded like some- 
one was trying to break into the club by pounding on the walls, and the 
house loud speakers echoed the sound off the shadowy wooden spaces 
of the club’s rafters. Once inside, we saw that it was a long, pinched, 
crowded room. The dancers had already taken all the tables close to 
the bandstand, so—still dealing with the volume—we pulled out hard 
backed wooden chairs at a table back by the door. 

The tables were filled by the bandstand, we could see that much, but 
the only thing on the tables we could see were drink setups, plates of 
food, and coats hanging on the backs of chairs. Between us and the band, 
who were behind a painted wood railing ringed by the tight squeeze of 
tables, was a dance floor, and it seemed like everybody from every table 
was dancing. It was loose, energetic dancing. The men would break away 
to pull up one pant leg and go into a little country shuffle, a couple up 
by the bandstand would go into a swinging spin, couples around them 
would begin to dance with their knees bent, bodies swaying with their 
loud laughter, women would throw their heads back, pluck up their 
skirts, and go into their own grinning, eyes-shut circles. 

The club was dark, but there were lights over the bandstand. Dopsie 
and his Twisters were in brightly colored, broad patterned shirts, except 
for a shorter man in a wrinkled suit in front of the bandstand, who was 
using a taped spoon to scrape at his ridged metal vest, the frottoir that 
had only recently replaced the old washboards that had hung from a 
string around the player’s neck. Since Dopsie was leading the band, 
he had on a necktie, but he had pulled it around to the side of his shirt 
to keep it from tangling in the accordion. He was a medium-sized, 
broad-chested, muscular man, his hair cut short and his round, friendly 
face set in a serious expression until he straightened up and smiled to 
let us know how much he enjoyed seeing the dancing. On their tours 
later outside of Louisiana none of the bands ever got used to audiences 
that sat staring at them, even if there was a burst of applause when they 
finished a number. They had worked all their lives trying to get their 
audiences up on their feet, and if there weren’t any dancers they always 
suspected that it was because the band wasn’t giving them the music 
they wanted to hear. 

There was no hesitation about the dancers jamming the crowded floor 
at Richard’s. Dopsie played the club two or three times a month, and 
the crowd hadn‘t come out to sit and listen to a zydeco concert. Most of 
the couples were in their newest, brightest clothes. Hip tight, shining 
dresses, elaborate fringed blouses, jewelry and beads, high heels for the 
women; sport jackets over colorful shirts and slacks for the men. But 
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Rockin’ Dopsie on stage; Major Handy is visible in the background. 


once the dancing started it was too hot for the jackets, and the women 
took off any scarves or dressy jackets they’d been wearing. Now they 
were just dancing, letting the ice melt in drinks back at the tables and 
the food they’d spread out at their places go cold on the paper plates. 


Dopsie’s music was solidly in the middle of the zydeco repertory, which 
meant all the zydeco classics, like “Ma Negresse” and “Josephine,” what- 
ever current R & B hits the band had gotten around to rehearsing, Cajun 
two-steps, and waltzes sung in French with the same heavy one-two- 
three downbeat as the big zydeco two-steps. Their “Zydecosont pas salé” 
had the clattering rush of the wind throwing stones against the side of 
a building. It was just Dopsie, the frottoir, and the drums, but the sound 
pulsed and roared like the full band, while the dancing spun off into 
other dimensions in the shadows. I could see handkerchiefs waving, 
women’s arms flinging in circles, men jumping up off the floor. In 
the middle of the second set the band even presented a little show. The 
rhythm went into a thumping riff and the worn little man playing the 
frottoir balanced a chair unsteadily upside down above his head, hold- 
ing the chair’s top rung clenched in his teeth while he kept up his beat 
on the frottoir with his spoon. When the band finally left the bandstand 
for a break, I went to find Dopsie. I had already decided to offer him a 
contract. 

For the next several years Dopsie and the band and I spent hours in 
recording studios as scattered as Baton Rouge, or the small town of 
Crowley farther along the Interstate west of Lafayette, or, once, even in 
Oslo, Norway. There were completely unpredictable nights at clubs and 
music halls in places as unlikely as The Hague, in Holland, London, and 
Stockholm, along with gritty weekends around Lafayette, in the nearby 
small towns, and over to Houston. What happened to Dopsie over those 
years was only part of a sudden worldwide excitement over zydeco mu- 
sic. Every band, it seemed, was offered a recording contract, there were 
new audiences waiting at the end of every telephone call, and instead 
of church halls in Eunice, Louisiana, the musicians found themselves 
playing in concert halls in Paris or Berlin. When Id sit with the Twisters 
back at one of the church halls in Louisiana and they’d meet members 
of other bands they usually wound up exchanging travel stories about 
airports in Switzerland or restaurants in France or hotels in Germany 
where they’d stayed on the latest tours. 


The leaders of the bands all accepted their role as “princes” of zydeco, 


since there was never any question about who was zydeco’s king. The 
king was Clifton Chenier, who had grown up on his father’s sharecrop- 
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per farm out in the countryside, then spent some years in Lake Charles 
and Houston after he began leading his band. Finally he had moved 
not far from Dopsie in Lafayette. It was Chenier, in the 1950s, who put 
together the first successful zydeco band out of the elements of all the 
styles he heard around him. With his brother Cleveland on rubboard 
he defined the zydeco sound, and for the last ten years he’d had a solid 
relationship with Berkeley’s Arhoolie Records and its owner, Chris 
Strachwitz. To someone not from zydeco country the whole idea of 
kings and princes seemed like a sort of joke, but Clifton wore his large, 
glittering crown for years on his jobs, and after his death first Dop- 
sie and then Boozoo Chavis, an accordion player and singer from Lake 
Charles, were formally given the title and played at least occasional jobs 
wearing their own shiny crowns. 

It was still Chenier, at this time, who set the height of the bar for the 
rest of the musicians around the country areas where they all played, 
but he suffered from diabetes, and for long periods he couldn’t perform. 
He and his wife tried to pay for his dialysis treatments with ideas like 
“barbecue breakfasts,” selling barbecue sandwiches out their kitchen 
window on Sunday mornings. When Clifton didn’t have enough jobs 
to keep his fine band together, Dopsie was able to replace his own saxo- 
phone player with John Hart, who had worked with Clifton for years. 
We called John when we were going into the studio for Dopsie’s third 
album. We recorded it on a Sunday afternoon in Jay Miller’s old Excello 
studio in Crowley, upstairs in a veteran brick building over a beauty par- 
lor and an old Ford Model T assembly space. The idea was that if John 
fit in the band they'd try to work out something to bring him in for the 
rest of their jobs. After that first Sunday afternoon John never left. 

Sometimes Dopsie tried to explain to me how his life had changed, but 
it was all beyond anything either of us could have imagined. In our first 
years of working together he was still holding his day job as a construc- 
tion laborer. He could write his name—Alton Rubin—but he couldn’t 
write anything else and he couldn’t read. Construction work was what he 
could do, and for years he made himself stay awake on the drives back to 
his day job and then somehow hung on through a long day of erecting 
power poles at a new shopping center or breaking up cement to pave 
a parking lot. For the first few years that I recorded the band he didn’t 
have a checking account, but when finally I insisted that I couldn’t carry 
so much cash with me around Louisiana we went over to a bank not far 
from his house and asked to talk to the bank manager. The man came 
out immediately with a smile and shook Dopsie’s hand. He’d danced 
to Dopsie’s music for years, and on one of his construction jobs Dopsie 
had also laid the cement floor in the bank. I wondered later if it was the 
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job he’d done on the floor that opened the bank’s doors for Dopsie. Ina 
moment he had his account. 

Dopsie’s musical background was as sketchy as his brief school- 
ing. His brother had an accordion—a two-row button instrument—and 
Dopsie used to sneak it away so he could try to teach himself to play it. 
Since nobody showed him anything he picked it up upside down, and 
that was the way he played it all his life. He worked out all the zydeco 
melodies, but he never learned any chords, so his approach to the upside 
down chord buttons was to hit them in a rough, toneless rhythm that 
was generally covered by the sound of the rest of the band. 

The problem for us with Dopsie’s inability to read was that it was very 
difficult for him to learn new lyrics. For a new album I would come to 
Lafayette, check into a motel across town, and spend weeks working with 
him on the songs and doing arrangements with the band. Since I was 
in Lafayette for such long periods I spent almost as much time at Dop- 
sie’s house as I did at the motel. He and his wife Almina had eight 
children, and in Dopsie’s life I could see reflected so many of the social 
changes that had come to the South. There had been no education for 
him, but all of his older children had gone on through high school, and 
they had continued on to colleges that, at least on the junior college 
level, had been integrated. When I first met him he was living with 
Almina and their children in a cramped house in a mixed neighborhood 
of mobile homes and small frame buildings on a street crowded with 
cars and trucks. After three or four years he bought a beautiful, modern 
home in the middle of the block in one of Lafayette’s finest neighbor- 
hoods. His neighbors were white, but I didn’t feel any of the wrenching 
hostility that had been part of my experience of the South when I first 
came to Louisiana in 1950. He and Almina had a new baby, a large, 
energetic one-year-old named Dwayne, and their next door neighbor, a 
young white mother with a baby about the same age, was in the house 
almost every afternoon so the two babies could work out some of their 
energy on each other. 


In all of the rehearsing we did for any of the new albums, Dopsie was 
endlessly patient and tried to give me everything I was looking for. The 
musicians were actually pleased at having something new to play on 
their endless dance jobs. In their world, also, what we were working 
on was not the album that would reach some buyers in a foreign city 
the band might not ever see—what concerned them was that we might 
cut a song that we could release as a jukebox single and it could get 
them some local notoriety. Sometimes we rehearsed in a local bar- 
room, with the instruments set up along the bar, and I would sit on the 
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pool table as we went over the sketch arrangements. Everything had to 
be hummed or sung, since it wasn’t a band that read music. Another 
place we used often was a small outbuilding on a nearby farm. It had 
a sink, so it probably had been used for cleaning chickens or washing 
vegetables. Since we were in the middle of the fields we could play as 
loudly as we wanted, and the rehearsals could go on until we were satis- 
fied with what we were getting. The rehearsals for one of the albums 
showed me again how intertwined the musical traditions were in 
zydeco/cajun country. 

I asked Dopsie if he’d like to do an album in the “French Style,” with 
those pieces he’d grown up hearing when he was playing for local dances 
outside of Carencro. 

“Sure, we got all that,” Dopsie assured me. 

“Td like to bring in some of the Cajun players,” I told him. 

“Who you thinking of?” 

I said I thought of calling up the well-known traditional Cajun fiddler, 
Dewey Balfa, 

“Oh man, me and Dewey go way back! You go ahead and call him!” 


For the rehearsal we were using the small building on the farm, and 
I asked Dewey to bring along some of his band as well. We'd also re- 
corded together, and I felt that anything in the new French style would 
have to include the steel guitar borrowed from the country and western 
groups that now had become standard with the Cajun bands. It was the 
tenor saxophone and the frottoir in Dopsie’s band that identified their 
music as zydeco. I also asked Dewey to bring along his young nephew 
Tony, the son of Dewey’s brother Rodney, to add the sound of the stan- 
dard hollow body guitar. Rodney, a singer and guitarist in the Balfa 
Brothers Orchestra, had died in a car crash a few months before, along 
with a third Balfa brother, Will, a violinist, and Tony was determined 
to carry on the family tradition. Once everyone found the building and 
the instruments were set up, we found ourselves sitting in each other’s 
laps. Since Jay Pelsia’s pedal steel took up the middle of the room, and 
Dopsie’s son’s drums filled up one wall behind him, everyone else had 
to find some space that was still empty. The only way I could think of to 
start the rehearsal was just to name a tune they might know, and then 
begin to put some kind of arrangement together when the problems 
were clear. As a guess, I suggested a popular old dance piece, “Shopick 
Two-Step.” 

“What key do you play that in?” Dewey turned to Dopsie’s guitarist, 
Charley Tyler. Charley called out the key, everybody nodded, Dopsie gave 
a count, and with a sudden, relentless rhythm the group swung into the 
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tune. By the time they’d gotten through half a chorus it was obvious how 
closely they had all grown up with each other’s music. Dopsie shouted 
out the vocal in his country French, solos flowed without a break over the 
loping rhythm, the guitarists Tony and Charley checked each other’s 
fingerings on the chord changes, John Hart filled in the accompaniment 
with a saxophone riff he’d obviously learned when he was first starting 
out to play for dances, and Jay Pelsia’s steel wove its familiar patterns 
through the dense instrumental texture. I had thought, when I suggested 
the idea to Dopsie, that I would be bringing together two traditions that 
had begun to go their own ways, despite their existing side by side in 
their small communities. What I realized after a moment was that the 
traditions had never really lost touch with each other. After the piece had 
gone on for three or four minutes and the musicians glanced quickly at 
each other and effortlessly tied their impromptu jam together in a bright 
final chord, Dewey looked around, catching his breath, and announced, 
as he always did when something he’d played had felt really good, “I just 
about sawed this old fiddle in half!” 


It would be simple to say that Dopsie had no consciousness of any kind 
of the larger cultural role that his little band was filling as they trav- 
eled the Louisiana roads, since he didn’t use the sort of language that 
translates ideas like these into sociological terms. Dopsie, however, just 
used other words to say the same thing. When I occasionally asked him 
about how he felt in his role he would smile his usual quick, warm 
smile and say something as comfortable as, “I’m just carryin’ on. That’s 
what I’m doing when I’m out there. There’s something I got that only 
me and the other boys like me can keep going with. So that’s all I’m do- 
ing—that’s what we all doing—just carryin’ on.” 

One night at one of the neighborhood clubs in Houston I was sitting 
at a back table with Dopsie while the band was setting up the amplifiers 
when we suddenly noticed a man in the corner of the dark room, talking 
in a low voice to the heavy-set man in shirt sleeves who owned the club. 
The man was in a good-looking jacket, but it hung on his shoulders and 
he had obviously lost some weight since he’d bought it. His hair was 
processed and he had an air of style about him. It was Clifton Chenier. 
He had clearly driven over to look for work, and that meant that he had 
put a band together again. He looked around the room as he talked, and 
he certainly saw Dopsie, even though he didn’t give any sign that he was 
aware of him. He left without a glance behind him. Dopsie shook his 
head and sighed, “The times I’ve lent that man money.” 

For months Dopsie, like the others in the small zydeco community, 
had done what he could for Clifton, hoping he could go back on the 
road again. 
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Chenier had also ended his long relationship with Arhoolie Records. 
His records weren’t selling the way they had been when he was playing 
regularly in California, but he chose to shift the blame for the shrink- 
ing sales onto Arhoolie’s patient owner, Chris Strachwitz. Clifton put 
together a new band, sometimes playing harmonica, and then using a 
new Italian-built electronic accordion that didn’t have to be pulled to 
make it sound. His brother Cleveland was still with him, and his son 
C. J. Chenier was playing either accordion or saxophone, depending on 
the arrangement. It was, as always with Clifton, a tight, exciting band. I 
followed them up to Chicago and heard them in a club there, and since 
Clifton was without a contract for the first time in many years I arranged 
to do an album with him. 

Dopsie, with his usual generosity, didn’t hold it against me that I 
was going to record Clifton. He had grown up with Clifton’s music and 
he couldn’t have formed his own band without following the path that 
Clifton had marked. Clifton and I worked out what might go into the 
album when I met him at jobs around the country, and we did the new 
album at a studio in Bogalusa, a small town northeast of New Orleans. 
Clifton was notoriously difficult to work with, but the band was sharp, 
they’d been out on the road, and he had some strong new material. I 
even managed to get a second take on at least one of the songs, and 
when he blustered about a payment larger than the contract we'd already 
signed I managed to face him down. The album wasn’t his best, or the 
best record I’d ever done, but it won a Grammy award in 1983. Zydeco 
was now on the larger world music map. 


For the next album with Dopsie we used a studio in Baton Rouge. It 
was in a neighborhood that looked no worse than I was used to, but the 
band knew better. They wouldn’t let me outside the building without 
one or two of them walking beside me. We had the same problems with 
Dopsie and new lyrics, but we wanted him to do his version of a local 
hit by Rocking Sidney, who played out of Lake Charles. The song was a 
traditional children’s piece, known under many different titles, but all 
of them with the general theme of “Down on the Farm.” The humor 
of the song is that down on the farm everybody is asking for you. The 
pigs are asking for you, the cows are asking for you—in this new ver- 
sion the tomatoes ask for you, the potatoes ask for you, the corn asks 
for you. Dopsie was in an isolated booth for most of the session, so his 
accordion playing wouldn’t bleed onto the other instrumental tracks, 
and I couldn’t see him as he was singing. To my surprise he got the 
name of every vegetable, and he got them in the right order. I went out 
to the isolation booth to congratulate him and he opened the door with 
a broad smile. 
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Clifton Chenier at the Blue Angel Lounge, his home club in Lafayette. 


“I got em right here! I didn’t miss a one!” 

In the morning he’d gone out to a local grocery store and bought one 
of every vegetable he was supposed to sing about. He had lined them up 
in front of the microphone and he waved at them, still smiling. 

“Every one of them’s there—and I got ’em! I got ’em all!” 

The album was nominated for a Grammy the next year, and Dopsie 
made the trip to New York for what he was certain was the zydeco 
prize. To his acute disappointment, the Grammy went to folk guitarist 
Elizabeth Cotton. Dopsie called me with pain in his voice. 

“That prize was supposed to go to zydeco, and they gave it to that old 
woman!” 


Did zydeco change as the bands began traveling outside their bayou 
world? The essence of this language of song, this African-influenced 
musical language, is that it continually changes, and it is the artists 
themselves who carry on the process of change. Some of the zydeco 
musicians, like Dopsie and Boozoo Chavis, didn’t change. Boozoo, three 
years older than Dopsie, a successful farmer and horse breeder who 
wore a plastic apron when he played to keep the sweat from his shirt 
away from the accordion, had a strong country attachment to his zydeco 
roots, and he didn’t want to change any more than Dopsie did. Out 
in California, in the Louisiana community there, Queen Ida Guillory 
and the Bon Temps Band continued to perform in the old bayou style, 
but it isn’t surprising that most of the younger musicians, like Clifton 
Chenier’s son and his keyboard player Stanley “Buckwheat” Dural, as 
well as his trumpet player Warren Caesar, played a newer kind of zydeco. 
The influence now wasn’t R & B, it was soul music. When Buckwheat 
first went on his own he featured an organ sound with his band and he 
could handle a smooth motel lounge job anywhere in the country. A 
few years later, with a contract with England’s Island Records and a full 
brass section added to the arrangements, Buckwheat became zydeco’s 
best-selling artist, with a blend of soul, R & B, and rock, all of it with a 
zydeco tinge. It is the natural progression with any music that grows 
from a culture that is continually changing and evolving. 


The relentless pace of Dopsie’s new life demanded too much from him, 
after so many years of long drives and the late nights. He suffered a seri- 
ous heart attack when he was in his fifties. A final attack ended his life 
in 1993, at the age of sixty-one. Of all the memories I have of the years 
with Dopsie the one that still comes back the most often is a moonlit 
night in the islands off the east coast of Sweden. The record company 
had brought Dopsie and the band to Stockholm to help celebrate the 
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company’s twenty-fifth anniversary, and Dopsie was playing on a small, 
turn-of-the-century, steam-driven ferry boat that had been built to take 
Stockholmers out to their summer homes on the islands. The band was 
playing with fierce enthusiasm, and Dopsie was pulling his accordion 
on the jammed middle deck with the perspiration streaming down his 
face, his shirt and the tops of his trousers streaked with sweat. I went 
up onto the narrow little deck to catch my breath, and I heard someone 
calling up to me. I looked over the side and I saw a motor boat, slipping 
through the water beside us. 

“What is that music?” the voice called. 

I leaned over the railing and shouted “Rocking Dopsie!” 

In the half darkness I could make out a head nodding. “Beautiful,” the 
voice answered, “So beautiful!” 

Then I straightened up and looked behind us. There in the moon- 
light, threading through the narrow channels between the islands, was 
a stream of small boats, all of them edging as close to the little steamer 
as they could, listening to Dopsie and his music. I could sense what the 
sound of Dopsie’s voice meant to that shining night and to the people 
listening to him in the stillness, listening almost as though, at that mo- 
ment, they had forgotten how to breathe. 
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13 * ¿Como se llama este ritmo? 
The Music of Cuba, Bebo Valdés, and 
the Buena Vista Social Club 


“¿Como se llama este ritmo?” “What’s the name of that rhythm?” 
I asked the tall, gray-haired man in a comfortable sweatshirt and 
sweat pants who was sitting by the cp speakers with me. My 
Spanish was a memory from my school days. 

Bebo Valdés smiled and began to gesture with his long, elegant 
fingers, “It’s a conga. You listen to the little beat there,” and with 
his arm he picked up the second beat of the measure. The accent 
came a little before the beat—it was an almost imperceptible shift, 
and I hadn’t heard it until he made me conscious of it. Now I could 
hear that the other two musicians on the recording were accenting 
the rhythm at just that same place and with just the same anticipa- 
tion. It was that slight catch of breath that gave the arrangement 
its momentum. For most of the quiet afternoon in his apartment 
we had been going through a test pressing of his latest recording, 
a trio, with some arrangements including the saxophone and clari- 
net of Paquito D’Rivera, that I had heard him recording in a 
downstairs recording studio in Greenwich Village in New York the 
spring before. Bebo was the pianist, Cachao, one of the legends 
of the 1950s world of Afro Cuban music, was the bass player, a 
friend since their childhood days in Havana and a musician Charlie 
Mingus once described as the world’s finest bass player. The con- 
gas player—the “congalero”—was the famed Patato, who had been 
a friend for almost as long. 

“You listen, on this song, ‘Romance en La Habana,’ it’s a bolero, 
and it’s played like a rumba. I don’t play the second beat in the 
rhythm, like the bolero, but I accent the next two beats like a 
rumba. Cachao, he’s playing doble—double the rhythm.” What I had 
first listened to, in the studio while they were recording it, was 
the gentle melody that Paquito had breathed through his brown 
wood clarinet. As Bebo showed me the rhythm with his fingers I 
still heard the melody, but now I also heard the subtle texturing of 
the other instruments. With the music of Cuba there is always this 
layering, this subtle texturing of tones and accents that makes us 
conscious again of the complexities of its many musical styles. 


Afro-Cuban music today is a ripe blending of every style of music that 
has made its way onto the island, from the frenzy of the newest salsa 
bands to the stately assurance of the Buena Vista Social Club; from the 
irrepressible jazz-toned new music of Irakere, led by Bebo’s pianist son, 
the multi-Grammy winner Chucho Valdés, to the fresh compositions 
of Paquito D’Rivera. In its most obvious manifestations Cuban music 
would seem easy to sort out. At one edge of the musical spectrum is the 
drumming of the religious groups, many of them of the Yoruba Santaria 
faith, with the drumming of their secret men’s society, the Abakua. With 
them, like the Santaria drummers of other Caribbean islands, it is almost 
meaningless to speak of their playing as Afro-Cuban or Afro-Haitian or 
Afro-anything—it is so close to African drumming that the only thing 
separating their styles today is the distance of the ocean between them. 
At the other edge of the spectrum is the emergence of experimental 
groups like Los Afrokanes, with their rhythm called Mozambique, that 
Pedro Izquierdo “Pello El Afrokan” developed in the 1960s. In between 
is what is often described as one of the most complex and rich harvest 
of African-influenced musical styles of any of the Western Hemisphere 
countries, a musical outpouring that has reached everywhere in the New 
World, and stretched back to effect the music of Africa itself. 

Cuba, the United States, and Brazil usually are considered the three 
fountains of musical creativity that have flowed from the arrival of Afri- 
cans in the new hemisphere, and everything that is characteristic of the 
assimilation of African elements into another musical culture is there in 
Cuban music. The persistence of polyrhythms, renewed continually by 
the influence of the drummers, has colored and shaped the melodies 
as they blend with the rhythmic shifts. Short repetitive phrases form- 
ing the harmonies are clearly at the root of the montuno piano rhythms 
of the orchestral arrangements. In song after song there is the call and 
response of the chorus, and for much Afro-Cuban music there is the 
irresolution of major and minor modes that is the characteristic rework- 
ing of the African vocal scales. Also, it is music shaped for dance and 
celebration, music that brings swirling crowds of dancers into the night 
clubs or onto the streets in festival times in a flow of movement that is 
a celebration of the body itself. 

I don’t know if I could have found my way through the elusive subtle- 
ties of Cuban rhythms without someone like Bebo Valdés. I think at the 
beginning, what everyone hears in Cuban music are pulsing rhythms 
we can count out as one-two—and for dancing we don’t need to think 
of much else. Around the base of one-two there is another texture of 
beats—accented notes in the bass, hands elaborating the rhythms on 
drum heads, sticks scraping on scratched gourds, seeds rattling in 
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smaller dried gourds, sticks clicking together, sticks pattering against 
the metal sides of a drum on a stand. It is in the accents and the texture 
that so much that is unique in Cuban music is created. As I listened to 
the arrangements I heard the rhythms through the pointing of Bebo’s 
fingers. Over several months I spent many afternoons with him, listen- 
ing to him rehearse with his son for a recording project we’d planned 
as they talked about Cuban rhythms and accents, but the three of us 
sometimes still laughed about the first afternoon we had met. 

Pd only spoken to Bebo over the telephone in the suburb of Stock- 
holm, where he has lived for more than thirty years, and in the spring 
of 1998, when we agreed to meet outside a downtown subway station, 
I suddenly realized I hadn’t thought of asking him what he looked like. 
I am as used to a city that is filled with slim, pale Swedes as he is, and I 
thought I would have no trouble in the uncrowded subway entranceways 
finding a nearly eighty-year-old Afro-Cuban pianist. Instead, as I looked 
around the different entrances, I realized that Stockholm had changed in 
the years that Bebo and I had lived there. Any one of more than a dozen 
men I saw could be the person I wanted to find. So that I wouldn’t have 
to go on asking strangers around the central plaza in downtown Stock- 
holm if they were Bebo Valdés, I took a piece of paper that I’d brought 
to make notes and wrote the name 


VALDES 


on it in large letters. Beside a newsstand close to the doors leading to the 
plaza I saw a tall, dignified man, his short hair graying, his skin a light 
tan color. He was in neatly creased chinos, with a dress shirt and a light 
windbreaker jacket. He was thin, but I had a sense of a wiry strength. 
Beside him was a shorter, younger man looking nervously around at 
people walking past. His skin was lighter and his face thinner, but it was 
clear that the older man was his father. 

This time when I held up my crude sign there was a nod. The gray- 
haired man studied my face, then said carefully, “That’s me.” 

I had called Bebo because the Swedish record company I worked with 
for many years had asked me if there was a possibility he could do an 
album for them. Bebo said we should sit down at an outdoor hamburger 
restaurant not far from the newsstand and we could talk. With his son 
Rickard a few steps behind us, we walked to one of the tables, Bebo 
studying me intently to see who I might be. Like most veteran musicians 
he had picked up a workable English in his years of traveling, and his 
Swedish was even more helpful. The only sore point between us over the 
years has been that I don’t speak Spanish well enough for us to talk as 
easily as he does with so many other friends. When we found a table and 
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Bebo Valdés. Photograph by Ewa Stackelberg, 
Courtesy Gazell Records. 


I brought over something to drink, Bebo asked me what the company 
was, and what did we want. His expression was guarded, and he never 
took his eyes off my face. It was a fall day, which means, in Sweden, that 
it was chilly, and we were sitting on hard, cold iron chairs, but the day 
was bright and sunny and there was a buzz of people clustered at other 
tables and walking past on the edges of the plaza. Finally he gestured 
to Rickard, who had been holding a small Walkman cassette player. 
Rickard handed it across the table to me. 

“Is this what you want?” 

I put on the earphones, turned on the cassette player, and almost 
fell off my chair. The music was one of the purest performances of a 
traditional Cuban danzén I had ever heard. There was a freshness to 
the playing and a clarity to the melody and rhythm that turned this old 
Cuban style into a modern experience. It was a tape of Bebo performing 
at a recent concert in Madrid, with Rickard accompanying him on tim- 
bales. Bebo saw the expression on my face, and he leaned back, smiling 
for the first time. 

“If that’s what you want, then we have it!” 


“When you play a son it’s a very old rhythm. The song now, “Son de la 
Loma,” that’s a son. The bajo—the bass—plays this.” Bebo and I were 
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in his apartment, listening to another of the songs on his new cp. He 
sketched out the accents of the bass rhythm. “And the güiro, it plays 
this.” His other hand moved in a scraping rhythm. “You have a guitar, 
and it does this.” A strumming movement with the first hand, which 
somehow didn’t interrupt the bass rhythm I still could see in front of 
me. “The bongos and the claves.” His fingers fluttered with movements as 
light as the air. “Then the tres.” And he made a brighter, more distinctly 
accented sound and his fingers picked at the air with a more decisive 
gesture. As his hands moved in the apartment’s soft afternoon light he 
had somehow managed to give the polyrhythms of the son a physical 
shape. He leaned back with his short, high laugh. “So much to learn 
about Cuban music.” 

I shook my head and laughed with him. Some of the things that give 
the Cuban styles their distinctiveness I also could as easily have encoun- 
tered in other places Id traveled. If I hadn’t heard the scraped gourd, 
the güiro, in Cuban music I would have heard it in other Latin music 
styles, since it’s everywhere, and there was no confusion with bongos 
or claves. The tres, the guitar with three double strung sets of strings, 
was more Cuban, but so many of the world’s instruments are familiar 
to us now. But the nuances of Cuban rhythms, the shifting texture of 
sounds—there is, as Bebo laughed, so much to learn. 

If Bebo’s life were not so filled with events, and if he didn’t show a 
calm acceptance of whatever his life has brought him, his story could 
perhaps have been considered an unhappy one, and as we sat in his quiet 
apartment in a large suburban apartment block, I was conscious that he 
was willing to show me anything I asked him about Cuban rhythms 
because he was so isolated from Cuba. What happened to Bebo hap- 
pened to virtually an entire generation of Cuban musicians, and the 
music of the island will always be affected by the absence of this gen- 
eration. What happened to them was the Castro revolution. Whatever 
good came to Cuban workers and to peasants in the countryside from 
Castro’s seizure of power in January 1959 and his subsequent turn to 
a Soviet-styled government, the change was catastrophic for Cuba’s 
free-wheeling musicians, most of whom were employed in the tourist 
casinos, and who had their own touring itineraries. Bebo had been the 
pianist and arranger at the best known of the casinos, the Tropicana 
Night Club, for more than ten years, until the dangerous chaos of the 
period of the Revolution before Castro’s fighters entered Havana forced 
him to begin working in a hotel that was better protected. By the early 
1960s Bebo and many of the musicians he had worked with for so many 
years were gone. 

In his comprehensive survey Musica cubana, published in 1981, Dr. 
Cristóbal Diaz Ayala lists the important musicians who left the country 
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in the months around 1960 and continued to flee over the next few 
years. Their difficulties began when the members of the casino dance 
orchestras and the singers and entertainers on radio and television were 
declared to be ordinary workers, like any others, with the same sala- 
ries and the same working conditions.' His list includes nearly ninety 
names, and ends with “etc.” Among the names included are singer Celia 
Cruz, who toured with the Buena Vista Social Club, the singer Rolando 
La Serie, who left for Mexico with Bebo, the trumpeters El Negro Vivar 
and Chocolate Armenteros, from Bebo’s El Sabor de Cuba orchestra, 
Cachao, Paquito D’ Rivera, and Bebo himself. As Dr. Ayala himself em- 
phasizes, at the same time as so many artists left, the Cuban musical 
climate was so fertile that there were other performers ready to take their 
places. But without tourists the new orchestras and singers didn’t have 
the same kind of audiences to play for, and the musicians who remained 
faced long years of scuffling for work. 

It is perhaps some kind of undefined compensation for what they 
faced that it was Cuban musicians who were at the center of the unex- 
pected worldwide renewal of interest in Latin American music in the 
1990s. When the American guitarist Ry Cooder traveled to Havana in 
1993, planning to do an album combining African musicians with Cu- 
ban veterans, he found an older generation of brilliant musicians who 
had little work and little future. There were unexpected difficulties with 
travel visas for the Africans, but Cooder already had a recording team 
with him, so he decided to record a group of the Cubans he had just 
met. His recordings with them, as the Buena Vista Social Club, became 
a worldwide success. The album sold as jazz, as instrumental music, as 
a Latin collection, and as a popular release. In countries like Germany 
the album sold hundreds of thousands of copies on the pop charts. 

A number of world tours followed, and when the group came to Stock- 
holm I wondered how Bebo would feel about them. He had played in 
bands with some of their fathers, and he had employed many of them in 
his own orchestras. Would he envy their sudden fame? Marie, his wife, 
said that at their concert he didn’t stop smiling, his long arms moving 
with the melodies, his hands sometimes pointing to the rhythms. He 
was as pleased for the men and women on the stage as if they'd been 
his own children, and they were as excited to have him in the audience. 
They talked so much about their former great band leader that people 
around him kept turning their heads to see where Bebo was sitting. On 
a later tour the band brought him on stage to accompany Celia Cruz, 
who had sung in his orchestra at the Tropicana in Havana forty years 
before. For the musicians in the group it was as much of a surprise to 
find Bebo there in Stockholm as it was for most of the excited people 
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in the audience around him, who hadn’t been aware that he had been 
living in their city since early in the 1960s. 


If you begin to listen seriously to Cuban music you soon realize that 
every arrangement is shaped around a distinct rhythm. On the backs 
of the older tps by Latin musicians there is almost invariably a concise 
listing of the rhythm for each piece—guajira, danzón, bolero, mambo, 
mambo son, mambo descarga, son capricho, conga, cha cha chá, along with 
a dozen other variants. On the tps Bebo recorded with his El Sabor de 
Cuba Orquesta and his Havana Jazz All Stars, the brilliant, ground- 
breaking ensembles he led in the 1950s, the rhythms are appended to 
each song title. The variety of names is like a handful of bright flow- 
ers, bunched in a bouquet. Sometimes the names have descriptive 
subdivisions, like rumba son. The style Bebo introduced himself in the 
early 1950s, the batanga, is there—sometimes modified to batanga- 
montuno. 

The names of the rhythms, however, don’t help someone listening 
to the music for the first time. After a few years of playing rock and 
roll drums, Bebo’s youngest son Rickard asked his father to teach him 
the Cuban rhythms, “to carry on the old tradition. You know,” Rickard 
explained self-consciously. Months went into their afternoon rehearsals 
so that Rickard would be able to play with his father on the double cp 
we were planning. Rickard studied the rhythms his father had annotated 
on a collection of music scores and then tried to follow his father’s play- 
ing on the timbales, a small drum mounted horizontally on a waist high 
drum stand, or on a small orchestra drum kit. When Bebo and other 
Cuban musicians talk about their style of playing they always emphasize 
the African roots that make Cuban culture so distinctive, and when he 
explains the rhythms or describes the styles himself Bebo invariably uses 
the term Afro Cuban. 

“In our music you have to have polyrhythm. That’s because it’s Afro- 
Cuban. It comes from Africa. You can hear it in everything we play. 
What you hear in the rhythms is Africa, from the drums.” Even though 
he’d spent years working as a solo pianist after his move to Stockholm in 
the 1960s, he couldn’t consider doing any recording without Rickard’s 
rhythm accompaniments. He shook his head emphatically at the idea. 

“If you don’t have polyrhythms you don’t have Cuban music!” 


The drums of the African-derived religions which play such an im- 
portant role in Cuban life are also part of the array of the island’s 
percussion instruments. There are three types of drums, called Bata 
drums, used in the Santeria ceremonies, with their close affinity to the 
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Yoruba ceremonies in Africa. They are sacred drums, shaped like an 
hour glass, with the heads attached to the wooden body of the drum with 
sinew. The drums have kept their Yoruba names—the lead drum, the 
largest, is called Itotele, the smallest is Okonkolo, and the middle drum is 
Iya. The Yoruba rattle is also part of the orchestra percussion. It is called 
shekere, a large gourd covered with an elaborate weave of beads that rat- 
tle against the hard surface of the gourd when it’s shaken. Unlike the 
smaller maracas and giiiros, the shekere is also struck on the bottom for 
a heavier sound. It is sometimes called by its Yoruba name agbe. 

Two other instruments in the popular Cuban orchestras of the 1920s 
were also closely linked to Africa and the slave past. The string bass 
came late into the son orchestras, perhaps because it is a large, expensive 
instrument, and it isn’t easy to learn. One of the substitutes was the 
botija, a large clay jug that came to the island filled with olive oil from 
Spain. It’s played by blowing across its mouth, just as jugs were used 
in the novelty jug bands of the American South in the 1920s. The other 
substitute, which is still played today, is the marimbula, a version of the 
African thumb piano that has grown into a row of metal strips on the 
side of a wooden box. The instrument is so large the player sits on it. It 
is part of an older style called changui. 

In the United States the drums of the jazz orchestras were never given 
the prominence of Latin drums. The jazz drummer is much more useful 
sitting behind the other musicians so the soloists can hear the beat. In 
the Cuban orchestras, rooted in the rich drum traditions, the congoleros 
and the timbaleros have taken center stage. At the height of the mambo 
craze in the 1950s Bebo was asked by a New York music publisher to in- 
troduce a collection of his pieces, some of them renamed to work mambo 
into the title, with a history of the mambo. In his short essay Bebo credits 
one of the modern Cuban musicians with bringing the drums into their 
central place in the orchestras. 


An important contribution to the development of the Mambo was 
made by one of the veterans of Cuban music, ARSENIO RODRIGUEZ, the 
blind orchestra leader and composer. His “BRUCA MANIGUA” was a big 
hit, and although he named this new rhythm “praBto” (Devil) and not 
“Mambo,” he added several of the important features of the Mambo of 
today. It was his idea to enclose in his band the “Tumbadora,” the 
Mambo drums which today are the indispensable rhythm section of every 
mambo band. 


Following Rodriguez’s lead, the gleaming conga drums, often painted 
in bright reds and greens, are the first thing you notice when you see a 
modern Latin band. 
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In their months of rehearsals Rickard found that the one rhythm that 
was the most uncomfortable for him was also the oldest of everything 
his father played. It was the danzon, which doesn’t flow with the loose 
sway of the other Cuban rhythms. Cuba’s colonial culture was Span- 
ish, and the continual adaptations of African rhythms to European song 
forms took on the coloration of the Spanish forms. The sources of the 
danzon, however, were French. The name itself was derived from the 
name of a popular French dance of the eighteenth century, the con- 
tradanse. In the composition of the Cuban slave population there were 
clear differentiations between many areas of the island. In the west of 
Cuba, which included Havana, the largest proportion of slaves came 
from the Ashanti areas in Dahomey, and their language and religion 
were Yoruba. In the eastern provinces of the island, however, centering 
around the city of Santiago, there were large numbers of slaves who had 
arrived later from Haiti. 

As the slave revolt in the 1790s ravaged the Haitian countryside and 
the slave armies led by the charismatic Toussaint L’Ouverture suc- 
ceeded in driving out the French rulers in 1803, many Haitian plantation 
owners fled to Cuba with their slaves. The contradance was the formal 
dance of the French masters, and as in all slave cultures, the musicians 
who played for the plantation entertainments were slaves themselves. 
The early contradance was performed first in a circle, then as a line 
dance. Finally danced with a partner, it became the formal dance of 
the Cuban upper classes. In his Diccionario de la musica cubana Helio 
Orovio points out that both of the basic Cuban rhythmic innovations, the 
habanera and the danzon, derive from this earlier contradanse, which 
was called la danza criolla, “the Creole dance.”? 

This was the earliest new form of dance that was characteristically 
Cuban. With its subtly syncopated beat and thinly veiled African me- 
lodic elements it became wildly popular as the habanera danza—the 
nineteenth-century Habanera that inspired a wave of European and 
North American imitations. In South America it was the rhythmic foun- 
dation for the tango, which emerged in slightly different forms in Brazil 
and Argentina, each claiming to be first. In Europe it was the rhythm 
for the popular aria from Bizet’s opera Carmen. The form that developed 
from the Cuban danza, which became known as son, became the music 
of the streets and public dance halls. As couples danced the danzón in 
upper-class parlors, the body was held stiffly and the dancers touched 
only each other’s hands. The patterns of the rhythm guided the dancers’ 
feet through the sequences of the dance. The accents of the son, on the 
other hand, flowed with all of the movements of the body. In an intro- 
duction to a collection of historical son recordings, John Santos summed 
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The streets around Calle Neptuno in Havana. 


up many of the factors that led to the success of the new dance, including 
the popularity of the style with the small string ensembles of Havana. 


... We can safely say that the Afro-Cuban son actually began to take 
shape towards the end of the 19th century, coinciding with the abolition 
of slavery in Cuba (1880s). The unique sound of the Cuban son is the 
result of the combination of stringed instruments and poetry used by 
the Spanish-descended Campesinos (rural peasant farmers) with African 
derived rhythmic elements. It is also an accurate microcosm of Cuba’s 
cultural history since the ending of slavery. This is not to say that all of 
the rhythmic elements of the son are African, nor that all the melodic 
and linguistic elements are purely Spanish. It was mostly in the hands of 
Black and Mulatto musicians that the son took shape and emerged.’ 


Santos also emphasized that the origins of son lay in the east of Cuba, 
although then as now Havana drew to it the most talented and ambitious 
of the country’s musicians. The earliest recordings of the son were made 
in 1912, and the first recordings of one of the small instrumental groups 
who were to become identified with the son, the Sexteto Habanero, were 
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made in 1918. For a time Havana’s polite society complained about the 
vulgarity and licentiousness of a dance with hips swaying and arms 
opening to an embrace, as well as the uninhibited social commentary of 
some of the son lyrics, but on Havana’s streets and in its thriving dance 
halls, as everywhere else, it was soon the uninhibited rhythms of the 
new dance that prevailed. 


Though Havana today is struggling with the long years of poverty that 
followed the collapse of the Soviet Union early in the 1990s, music is 
still part of the clamor of the streets. On a late afternoon walk in 2005 
along Calle Neptuno, a long, clogged street that begins close to the Capi- 
tol building and rises to end at the steps of the university, I gave most 
of my attention to balancing safely on the narrow sidewalk as people 
crowded past me on their way home. The narrow street itself was choked 
with a stream of the picturesque old cars that function as taxis, and bat- 
tered, three-wheeled mini-cabs that carry one or two passengers on the 
back of what looks like a gasoline driven bicycle with a handmade metal 
shell covering the passengers. The fumes and the noise of the laboring 
engines filled the street, and the worn engines of the old Detroit cars that 
are the favorite of tourists added more fumes to the heavy air. From time 
to time I had to take a chance with the traffic to get around the lines that 
still lingered outside the occasional small shop that had something new 
to offer on its dusty shelves, or to pass the knots of friends who occupied 
the sidewalk exchanging the day’s news. Calle Neptuno, with all its life 
and excitement, is very poor, and whatever you encounter only insists on 
presenting you with a new face of the street's poverty. As the light faded, 
however, the traffic thinned, and the air stirred with the evening wind, 
and over the noise of the passing mini-cabs I could hear the rhythms 
and the melodies of Cuban music. 

The sun was bright and the day was warm, but it was the Cuban 
winter and it was the last day of the year. Along Neptuno people were 
preparing for New Year’s Eve. Part of the chaos along the street was the 
press of people returning early from their jobs, and up and down the 
street people were decorating their rooms, or hurrying to bring the food 
and the drinks for their family’s party. The buildings along Neptune 
Street are the old, familiar stucco-front colonial buildings that perhaps 
are the most familiar image of today’s Havana. They are two or three 
stories tall, most with balconies out over the sidewalk. Many of them 
are also in distressingly bad repair. Drying clothes dangle from the rail- 
ings of the balconies overhead, and some of the side streets leading off 
Neptuno are still unpaved. They are strewn with rubbish and scattered 
building stones. Occasional streets are blocked with the rough wooden 
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scaffoldings built haphazardly to complete repairs that have been under 
way for considerable time. 

Along Neptuno, however, like everywhere in Havana, faces were smil- 
ing, voices called shrill greetings to neighbors across the street. Men with 
hair still glistening from a shower, in fresh T-shirts and pressed slacks, 
swung bottles of rum by the neck as they turned in a doorway. Women 
in bright skirts and ornate blouses edged carefully along the sidewalk 
carrying plates of food or decorated cakes under wrinkled sheets of cel- 
lophane in their outstretched hands. The old buildings are built against 
the sidewalk, and in most of the downstairs apartments the tall wooden 
shutters were left open. As I passed, I could see the modest paper deco- 
rations that had been carefully arranged on the table in the center of the 
room. The bulbs of the hanging chandeliers and the floor lamps had all 
been turned on, their light shining on the pictures tacked to the walls 
and the bright coverings on the best furniture. In some of the rooms the 
older women had already settled at the table and they were laughing at 
something with their daughters. In another room a new mother in a 
freshly laundered dress bent down to help her small baby through the 
complicated maneuver of turning from its back to its stomach. 

I could hear music everywhere, some loud and piercing, some softly 
muted and thoughtful, drifting from the shadowy back rooms. The mu- 
sic came from small tape cassette players, or from the new, shiny gray 
cassette and cp players that had unexpectedly arrived in many of the 
shops for the holidays. Bolero, cha cha chá, mambo, guäjiro, son. Cuba’s 
dance rhythms. From an upstairs apartment I could hear the metallic 
ring of a live band, the clatter of the claves, the wooden sticks that mark 
the rhythm for the dance orchestras, the brittle accents of the bongos rat- 
tling against the fronts of the buildings across the street. I often walked 
along Neptuno, and never felt any hostility from the people I passed 
on the sidewalk, even when I had to make my way around clusters of 
women and children with plastic buckets waiting for water from one of 
the battered communal water trucks or dodging into the traffic to get 
around the patient crowds waiting for bread that is passed out through 
the small window of the government bakery. What we all had to endure 
was the concentration of exhaust fumes, since at its lowest points Nep- 
tuno seems to act as a collector of the carbons spilling out of the laboring 
motors of the hordes of cars. Voices called out across the street, “Feliz 
Año! Feliz Año!” It was New Year’s Eve, and the music coming from the 
open windows in the street was only a part of a cascading stream that 
was sweeping everything in the city before it. 


I had already found that Havana offered music almost everywhere I 
turned. In the large plazas, in the restaurants, along the streets and 
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outdoor markets where the tourists gather, classic ensembles perform 
traditional pieces in the older styles. The poverty of the city gives the 
music a nostalgic flavor since the bands don’t have money for the mi- 
crophones and amplifiers that would change the nostalgic character of 
their sexteto and septeto arrangements. All of the musicians still sing, they 
still alternate playing different instruments, and most of the groups still 
perform with a beautifully balanced acoustic sound. What you hear is the 
old natural style—six or seven voices blending in the familiar harmonies 
and the rhythms still defined by the sharp tick of the claves, the scratch of 
the güiro, and the light beat of the bongos. The solos of the tres, without 
any amplification, still mingle their distinct tone with the strummed 
rhythms of the guitars. With prosperity the sound will change—in the 
tourist hotels most of the groups are beginning to use electric bass gui- 
tars—but in Havana’s older neighborhoods the music still echoes the 
city’s past. 


Closer to midnight I walked along La Rampa, a broad boulevard at the 
beginning of the hills around Havana University, stopping to listen to 
the sumptuous varieties of music playing for the cheerfully drunken 
young New Year’s crowds who often begin to dance spontaneously on 
the dark sidewalk to any rhythms coming from a doorway. La Rampa 
was given its name, “The Ramp,” since it slips down from the hills to 
the sea wall of Melecón. It is lined with restaurants, and it also offers 
downstairs jazz clubs. The crest of the hill is crowned with a modern, 
outsize tourist hotel, and across from the hotel is a small city park with 
a modern, many-leveled ice cream parlor that had lines of people wait- 
ing at what seems to be any hour. Walking down from the park and the 
hotel, with the soft night breeze feeling like the brush of a hand against 
my face, I passed crowds eddying in front of a half-dozen fashionable 
restaurants. The mood was just as elated as I’d felt in the poorer blocks 
of Neptuno, but this was a more upscale Havana, with brighter dresses, 
suit jackets on some of the men, and newer cars lining the curb. 


I could choose music at any of the restaurants or dance clubs, with their 
brightly lit doorways interrupting the shadows along the sidewalk. At 
one slickly decorated restaurant with a wide window opening onto the 
street a trio was playing familiar son melodies, but they were perform- 
ing on an electric keyboard, with amplified bongos and maracas. The 
musicians in the trio looked out toward the sidewalk with some anxiety 
in their expressions. The tables in front of them were empty. The crowds 
had gathered, instead, at the cafeteria next door, with a classic grupo play- 
ing without amplification. The cafeteria is a favorite for me. I had walked 
to it two or three times in the evenings to eat their stringy, but robustly 
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The orchestra 
at the Cafeteria 
Sofia. 


flavored fried chicken with rice. Though it is called a cafeteria, the Caf- 
eteria Sofia is a casual restaurant with a small dining room at the end of 
a hallway for diners who want to avoid the noise of voices and laughter 
around the musicians. The large room beside the sidewalk where the 
band plays is open to the air, with only low railings as a barrier to the 
street. Young waitresses in dark trousers and white blouses, some look- 
ing like students, wait patiently beside the tables for the noisy parties to 
decide what they’re going to order. 

The band plays in the corner of the room, five nights of the week, 
standing in front of the jukebox that fills in behind the rush of talk when 
the group takes a break. The leader, an energetic man with a quick smile, 
about thirty-five, looked surprised at my question, then shrugged, nod- 
ded, and wrote down the group’s name for me. Grupo Marian Verdecia y 
Tradicion Cubana. In all the hours that I’d listened to them their music 
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had been comfortable and loose, and with an easy air of spontaneity, 
even though they performed favorite songs they’d played hundreds of 
times before. Night after night the group brought so much of the flavor 
of Cuban music to me. It wasn’t because they were distinctive in any 
way, but because they were typical of the hundreds of small ensembles 
that kept the traditions of their music alive. 

There were seven musicians in Grupo Marian, completely at ease with 
the classic arrangements. They‘d obviously spent most of their nights 
playing in a group like this somewhere in Havana. They were all in 
florid orange shirts printed with a scene from an ocean shoreline. Dark 
outlines of palm trees reached to their shoulders, with the gray shapes 
of small boats and splashes of leaves along the bottom of the shirts. They 
did the usual doubling of instruments. The tall, dark-skinned flutist in 
gold-rimmed glasses played the güiro on some of the pieces. Maracas 
were handed around. The skin colors of the musicians were the usual 
Cuban spectrum. The güiro player—flutist was dark—tall and lanky, with 
gold-rimmed glasses. The guitarist was white, with a broad Spanish 
forehead, the tres player shorter and blockier, was light skinned, with a 
shaved head and an earring dangling from his left ear. 

When you sit down in front of these sexteto or septeto groups a first im- 
pression is always that the sound will be heavily rhythmic, since usually 
there is only a flute playing the melody, with a solo by the tres somewhere 
in the arrangement. The rhythm is layered with the tonal kaleidoscope 
of bongos and the cow bell, bass, claves, guiro, rhythm guitar, and the 
tres, which also fills in the rhythm when it isn‘t soloing. For the trios and 
quartets that play in the lobbies of the hotels or restaurants, there is a 
pedal stand for the cow bell, like the stand for the sock cymbal of a dance 
band drum set, which one of the musicians, usually a guitarist, plays 
with one foot. The steady metallic pulse is one of the necessary elements 
of the sound. The rhythm, however, never dominates the ensemble. The 
voices act as the balance to the texture of the beat. All of the musicians 
sing, and they sing in chorus with a strong, thickly chorded, harmonic 
syncopation. It is a style that took the Cuban musicians many years to 
create, and its balances and nuances have been buffed to a high gloss, 
even in groups like the band at the Cafeteria Sofia, that passes a basket 
for tips. It is difficult to imagine that the sound could be as strong, and at 
the same moment so personal and intimate, if it were strained through 
amplifiers and microphones. 

The Grupo Marian’s midnight set opened with a sing-along—‘“Feliz 
Navidad”—which translates as “Merry Christmas,” but did as well for 
New Year’s Eve, since it had an uptempo beat and everybody knew the 
words. For the rest of the night the music was the usual selection of 
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familiar melodies. For the moment Havana’s problems were forgotten 
in the flow of song. 


In the evenings when I stopped in the cafeteria for a quick supper I 
also heard, in everything the grupo played, the African rhythmic textures 
and the repetitions of the call and response choruses that characterized 
every melody. It was, however, not only the cultural factors of Cuban 
slavery that left their mark on Cuba’s music. Just as in each of the areas 
in the New World with slave populations, the coincidences of history 
also played a decisive role. The island was only thinly inhabited when 
the Spanish landed, but it was one of the few places in the Caribbean 
where there was enough of a native population to supply some forced 
labor as slaves. Ninety percent of the island was thickly forested, and the 
first years passed as the tree cover was cleared away so crops could be 
planted. In islands to the south where the Spaniards had found native 
settlements, disease and resistance to the invaders quickly emptied the 
villages. In Cuba, however, enough of the people the Spaniards named 
caribes survived to be useful as slave labor. For a short period there was 
no immediate need for more African importation. 

When the importation of slaves began, Cuba’s farmers were grow- 
ing tobacco as their main cash crop. Tobacco is grown on small plots 
of land, and much of its cultivation requires painstaking hand labor, 
which was shared between the individual farmers and the handfuls of 
slaves who shared their life on the farms. In its first century Cuban 
slavery was different from the gang labor on other Caribbean islands, 
and the differences were enough to shape a culture with a complex tier 
of social levels. 

The Spanish government had as much difficulty colonizing Cuba as it 
did its other new lands, and very few single women could be persuaded 
to make the arduous journey from Spain. Whatever policies officially 
dealt with the question of racial mixing, the government tacitly under- 
stood that many of the early settlers would find wives among the na- 
tives or among the slaves. The accepted bargain was that generally the 
children of these relationships, and sometimes the women themselves, 
were finally freed. As a consequence, and also as the result of more le- 
nient Spanish attitudes toward the custom of slaves earning their free- 
dom through paid labor away from the plantations, Cuba had a large 
population of free blacks and children of mixed ancestry. It was one of 
a small number of Caribbean islands with a white majority. In 1792 the 
population was a little over 172,000, with 96,400 whites, more than 
30,000 free blacks and mulattos, and 44,000 slaves.* 

This racial mixture in Cuban society changed dramatically in the late 
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1700s when the plantations grew in size and turned to sugar as their 
main crop. Sugar was the cruel force that shaped slavery everywhere 
in the West Indies. The relentless labor that sugar demanded, and the 
wretched conditions of the crude dwellings where the slaves lived ex- 
acted a heavy toll—so heavy that it was necessary to import new slaves 
continuously to maintain a workforce. The phrase that was common 
in Cuba was Se hacer azucar con sangre (“Sugar is made with blood”). 
On all of the sugar islands during this period, sugar production was so 
profitable that the investment in the price of a slave could be balanced 
by the return on the slave’s labor in only two or three years, if the slave 
survived. With the steady demand for hands in the cane fields and a 
life expectancy for the slaves of less than twenty-five years, the planters 
were unconcerned about the possible replacement of their workforce by 
children of the slaves. The slave ships that landed on the island brought 
many more men than women, contributing to the social turmoil created 
by slavery itself. 

Between 1791 and 1810 the number of slaves landed at Havana and 
Santiago tripled, and the broad valleys that spread over the center of 
the island were planted in sugar. 91,000 slaves were imported during 
that period, and by 1820 another 131,000 slaves had been brought into 
Cuba and Puerto Rico, which also was turning to sugar cultivation. Be- 
tween 1791 and 1870, when Spain finally yielded to the efforts by the 
British Navy to end the slave trade in the Atlantic, it is estimated that 
the number of slaves brought to the plantations was nearly 800,000. 
Cuba’s population had been only a little more than 170,000 when the 
influx began, and at the end of the period a large majority of Cubans 
were of African ancestry. 

The rapidly changing conditions in the Cuban countryside were re- 
flected in chaotic shifts in Cuban society, aggravated by the armed strug- 
gles for independence from Spain which continued through most of the 
century. Many of the political leaders who rose to prominence in the 
struggle, like the great poet and exiled revolutionary José Marti, who 
eulogized the island’s free peasants, both Spanish and African, were 
from these early arrivals who worked the small tobacco farms. With the 
continual rise in sugar prices, the individual landowners were pushed 
off the most desirable land by the hunger of investors, many of them 
foreign, for new lands to grow more sugar. Cuba’s prosperity had be- 
come dependent on its black slaves. By 1817, only twenty-five years after 
Cuba had been one of the handful of islands with a white majority, Cuba 
had become more black. Of the population of 600,000, 224, 268 were 
slaves, and 15,691 were freed Afro-Cubans of mixed blood. 

With this continuing flood of new workers to replenish the slave labor 
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force, the cultures, religions, and ceremonies of Africa maintained a vi- 
tal presence in Cuban everyday life. The Catholic Church also accepted 
the reality that the native religions brought to the island by the Yor- 
uba people, Lucumi and Santeria, flourished alongside the established 
church. Their ceremonies continue to have deep roots in the conscious- 
ness of the Cuban people today, and their ceremonies continue to at- 
tract new worshippers, even during this period of a socialistic economy 
led by Fidel Castro. The rich traditions of Cuban drumming reflect the 
importance of the religious sects, at the same time that they continue 
to nourish the language of song that binds the scattered people of the 
African diaspora. 


I had come to Cuba because everything involving the African musical 
experience in the new lands interested me, but with Cuba there was 
the personal reality of my friendship with Bebo Valdés, who had not 
returned to the country since he fled the new social order nearly forty 
years before. In some ways I realized that I was seeing it for him. In 
other ways I was trying to see it through him. 

Bebo, with his light, buffed brown skin, and his courtly manners, was 
from the older free Afro-Cuban society, with its middle-class aspirations. 
He was born in the city of Quivican, then thirty miles south of Havana, 
but now almost within Havana’s circle of satellite suburbs. He was born 
in 1918, and given the name Dionisio Ramon Emilio Valdés Amaro. As 
the first born son, he was given all of the family’s names, ending, as is 
the Cuban custom, with the name of his mother, Caridid Amaro. “Bebo,” 
is short for “Bebito,” “little baby,” and it is one of the most common Cu- 
ban names for young boys. He was the eldest of six children. When he 
was born his father worked as an accountant in the city offices, but the 
economic depression swept over Cuba a decade before it reached the 
United States, and Bebo’s family was very poor. He remembered music 
in the town square, orquestas tipicas, modest instrumental ensembles 
with trumpets, clarinets, violins, drum rhythm, sometimes a guitar. “No 
pianos.” Bebo shook his head. “Pianos came later.” 

He looked back at Quivican as a calm, comfortable town of quiet 
streets, houses with gardens, and friends. A family with children his 
age—the father managed the one local industry, a glucose factory—had 
a pianola and a radio that could bring in American stations. An older 
sister gave him his first piano lessons. This calm, settled background 
is still part of his quiet manner, even though he moved to Havana as a 
teenager, living with an aunt as he studied the piano at Havana’s Conser- 
vatorio Municipal. In the capital he lived in a noisy apartment building, 
and only a few blocks away student demonstrators were shot to death by 
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The streets around Calle Neptuno in Havana. 


soldiers in the street fighting that swirled around the general strike in 
the summer of 1933, when the corrupt president Gerardo Machado was 
finally forced to flee. For a few years there was social progess under the 
tule of one of the members of the group that had overthrown Machado, 
Fulgencio Batista, but it was ultimately Batista‘s increasingly corrupt 
rule that led to the revolution that brought Fidel Castro to power twenty 
years later. 

What has always made Cuban music distinctive is its eclecticism. Cu- 
ban musicians use everything from their island’s complicated cultural 
background, and whatever they perform has a brilliant technical sheen. 
The proximity to the United States meant that for the first half of the 
century the island was more or less under the control of American eco- 
nomic interests, but as a tourist destination, with lavish casinos, with 
gambling and drinking during the years of prohibition in the United 
States, and with flourishing brothels for every social class, Havana of- 
fered jobs for musicians everywhere in the city. Through the 1930s and 
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1940s Havana was something like what Las Vegas later became: an ex- 
otic, slightly tawdry, extremely popular place to find limitless pleasures. 
Bebo’s studies at the Conservatory weren’t preparing him for a concert 
career. He was looking for a job with a dance band. 

His introduction to the African roots that underlie Cuban rhythms 
came when he moved into Havana in 1936 to stay with his mother’s 
sister. 

“My aunt in Havana was a Yoruba priest. She was also Catholic, but 
that didn’t make any difference. You could be both. It was the same 
religion they had in Haiti. It was Lucumi, the Yoruba religion they had 
everywhere. So I already heard African music when I was living in Ha- 
vana with her family. It was the drummers I heard first, then the song 
after that.” Already in Quivican, however, he’d begun listening to Miami 
radio on the set in his friend’s living room. What he found was Ameri- 
can swing music, the disciplined, jazz-influenced orchestras that domi- 
nated popular music in the United States. “Those arrangements! They 
played so well!” In his years as Cuba’s most popular orchestra leader 
Bebo’s continual ambition was to combine the rhythms and the unique 
musical sensibilities of the Cuban musicians with the professionalism 
of the bands he heard on the radio as a teenager. For a period he led 
a group in Haiti and when I asked him what influenced him the most 
of everything he heard there he grinned and said, “Stan Kenton!” The 
owner of the club where he was working had a large record collection, 
and it was the music of the avant-garde swing orchestra that excited him 
more than the drum rhythms or the ensemble styles he heard of the 
native Haitian bands. 


For Cuban musicians like Bebo, the success that they hoped for was to 
become associated with one of the important casinos, and for more than 
a decade Bebo was an arranger and pianist of the most successful and 
lavish of the Havana casinos, the Tropicana Night Club. For much of the 
period he led a modern orchestra the emphasized jazz in its arrange- 
ments at a smaller restaurant in the large Tropicana complex. When I 
asked Bebo if he played for many tourists from the United States, he 
nodded. 

“I think it was eighty percent Americans. It could be more. Miami was 
only forty-five minutes away. They came to the big clubs and the hotels 
where we had the orchestras” 

Were they white? What about the orchestras? 

“The orchestras—someone like myself, I was Afro-Cuban. Some of 
the musicians I had in the orchestra were dark, but the audience—it was 
American tourists with a lot of money, and they were all white.” 
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What kind of people were they? 
He held up his hands and laughed. 
“Rich!” 


I had read in a guide to Havana that the Tropicana still was presenting 
its musical revues, despite the initial restrictions of the new govern- 
ment, and it had once again become a major tourist goal—though not 
for tourists from the United States, who are still kept out of Cuba by 
their government’s economic blockade. The blockade has isolated Cuba 
from United States citizens, although not from anyone else, for more 
than forty years. It was as much to see the Tropicana, after I had heard 
Bebo tell me about its shows so often, as it was to hear the small groups 
and to talk with Cuban musicians that I had made the journey to Ha- 
vana. I had somehow an impression that the Tropicana would be along 
the waterfront, on the curving, once elegant Malecón boulevard, with its 
long seawall and its matchless view of the sea. Malecón today, however, 
is lined with crumbling buildings, only in scattered areas showing any 
effort at renovation, and the traffic fills the air with a stinging pall of ex- 
haust. The Tropicana, I learned, was across Havana, in an out-of-the-way 
suburb, and the brochures I found in a tourist office close to the harbor 
pictured an outdoor theater, with a towering stand of tropical vegetation, 
bushes and trees, framing the opening to the night sky. 


Once I’d found where the Tropicana was located, and I’d called for a 
reservation, I looked at my city map and decided that I would walk to 
find it. The route from my hotel near La Rampa followed a series of 
wide boulevards and side streets that would take me through more of 
the city than I could see any other way. Once I’d left the central district 
along Calle Neptuno and the crowded tourist areas, I found I was in a 
different Havana. The houses were small, one-story, occasionally two- 
story, they were set in small lawns, and newer cars were parked along 
the curbs. The neighborhood streets were relaxed, and the occasional 
people I passed sitting in front of the small stores smiled politely. It 
was a Havana I knew nothing about, a modest, secure way of life that 
was a world apart from the picturesque, but dismaying, poverty of the 
Neptuno district. 

Some of the houses I passed needed a new coat of paint, but just as 
many had freshly painted trim and newly framed windows and doors. 
The buildings were a mix of stucco and wood, with the look of a suburb 
in a city of the American South from the 1940s and 1950s. The hours it 
took me to cross the city gave me more of a perspective on Havana and 
on Cuban life today than anything I had seen in the clogged streets of 
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crumbling mansions and stifling traffic where I’d been walking before. 
The only overtly political signs were occasional banners praising the 
forty-fifth anniversary of the Revolution, which was just being celebrated, 
with portraits of Fidel and the ever-present Che Guevara. What I found 
even more pleasing were the great masses of flowers that blossomed 
everywhere. 


The large signboard telling me I had arrived at to the Tropicana was 
on the corner of a small lot in the Playa district of the city. The streets 
around it were still part of the unprepossessing neighborhood of small 
bungalows and gardens that I’d been passing in my walk. When I en- 
tered the gated driveway I realized that nothing Bebo had told me about 
the famous club had prepared me for the reality. In its quiet neighbor- 
hood the Tropicana occupied four or five city blocks, hidden behind a 
high, unbroken masonry wall painted white. Inside the wall I found 
myself in a forest of palm and deciduous trees, with a winding series 
of drives that led past elaborate white-painted fountains of dancing 
women’s figures glimpsed through the vegetation. Inside the elaborate 
entrance and past the carpeted lobby was a large, circular amphitheatre 
surrounding a black painted, round stage. Above me was the sky. I found 
later that as I sat at my table and waited in the darkness for the show 
to begin that it seemed as though the sky opened up above me into the 
limitless reaches of space. 

I wasn’t certain how the Tropicana, from its beginnings in 1939, had 
managed to survive the war years and then the changes in Cuban society 
since the Revolution, but the vast circular stretch of tables was nearly 
filled an hour before the show was to start. It was a gathering of tour- 
ists from everywhere in the world for the show, despite the blockade. 
The Tropicana had no gambling, there was only a small gift shop, and 
many of us at the tables had settled for a drink and appetizers. It was 
the brilliant staging and musical excitement of the presentation, with 
more than two hundred dancers and musicians, that filled the tables 
night after night for the two-hour performance. At a table of six, the bill 
for dinner and the show could come to $1,000, but I had no feeling that 
anyone left disappointed. My own more modest ticket, including a glass 
of champagne and appetizers, cost $75, and how could I complain about 
a brilliantly staged spectacle that used three stages (one high in the trees) 
that presented every style of Cuban music and dance, and for a moment 
let me try to dance beside one of the chorus in the aisle beside my seat. 
What was most surprising about the dancing was that the show had no 
nudity. There was more skin exposed on any of the nearby beaches, and 
even in the very abbreviated costumes the dancers wore for many num- 
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bers, they also had on a light body stocking. What the Tropicana was 
offering was simply an often breathtaking dance and theatrical spectacle 
with its roots in Cuba’s rich cultures. 

What would Bebo have thought of the new orchestra? He would have 
heard the same musicianship and flare for entertainment that was the 
hallmark of the Tropicana when he was playing in its orchestras himself. 
The three percussionists, swaying over their drums in front of the or- 
chestra, played extended solos that were raw and exciting and at the same 
time models of precision and skill. In one of the numbers the three 
trumpeters passed the solos back and forth, in a Cuban “cutting ses- 
sion,” and we could have been back in the great days when Bebo was 
on the bandstand with his favorite trumpeters, “El Negro” Vivar and 
“Chocolate” Armenteros, or trombonist “El Tojo” Jiménez. As the scenes 
passed and the cascade of music continued I understood Bebo’s pride 
in what he accomplished himself before one life ended and a new life 
began, and I could share his pleasure at the achievement of Cuba’s mu- 
sicians themselves. 


In the folder of family pictures that Bebo and his wife, Marie, keep in a 
drawer in their Stockholm apartment there are emotional scenes of Bebo 
being hungrily embraced by his Cuban daughter, Marya, who sang with 
the Grammy-award-winning group Irakere that was led by her brother 
Chucho. There are family poses with grandchildren whom Bebo has 
seen only in the photos he’s been sent from Cuba. Two of his grand- 
daughters traveled to Paris with their children so he could meet them 
when he was in France for a ceremony. Only his eldest son, Chucho, is 
able to maintain close ties. With his career as an internationally success- 
ful jazz pianist he often travels outside of Cuba, and he and his father 
are able to meet, and even occasionally to play together. If Chucho finds 
himself in Sweden on one of his tours he tries to find time to go out to 
the apartment to visit Marie and his Swedish half-brothers. Rickard still 
remembers his own shy nervousness at meeting his celebrated brother 
for the first time. 

So many years have passed since Chucho drove his father to the air- 
port in Havana, on what officially was to be a three-month orchestra 
director’s job in Mexico. In an impulsive gesture Bebo emptied his pock- 
ets of Cuban money and handed it his son. They wouldn’t meet again 
for eighteen years. So much has changed in Cuba, and in the world’s 
attitudes toward Cuba and its flagging Revolution, that Bebo could visit 
Cuba again if he chose. Marie and his family in Stockholm sometimes 
try to convince him to make the journey, but he still feels too much 
anger over the compromises he was asked to make and at what he had 
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to leave behind him. Also, after an absence of more than forty years he 
is too distant now from his early life there. If Marie or Rickard ask him 
about meeting the family he left behind, his mouth stiffens in a thin line 
and he shakes his head roughly. 

“Never!” 

As Cuba becomes more open to the rest of the world the question will 
continually arise, will any of the generation of artists who left return to 
become part of Cuban musical life again? 


In March 2000 Bebo and I met for a few days in New York when he took 
part in the filming of the brilliant documentary Calle 54, by the Spanish 
filmmaker Fernando Trueba, which presented the generation of Latin 
musicians who had led the way creating the new instrumental styles. 
The film included a touching personal glimpse of Bebo and Chucho 
meeting for the first time in five years and performing a two-piano duet, 
each playing in his own style, but showing clearly their deep response 
to each other’s musicianship. Bebo also filmed a sequence with an old 
friend, the bassist Cachao, with the two performing an old style bolero in 
their club tuxedos and with a gravity that seldom is part of a return to the 
musical past. Bebo and I met every night at the Carnegie Delicatessen 
after he’d finished either the filming or the recording sessions for an al- 
bum he was making at the same time for the producer Nat Chediak. We 
always sat comfortably into the early morning, Bebo, in his early eighties 
now, complaining a little that he didn’t like New York’s cold winds, and 
that he perhaps would return earlier to Stockholm than he‘d planned. 

What neither of us could have foreseen was that the cp he recorded 
with Chediak would be awarded a Grammy, and the film would be seen 
by a young Spanish flamenco singer, “El Cigala,” who would be intrigued 
enough with the old-fashioned bolero that Bebo and Cachao performed 
to ask to meet Bebo and sing with him. Fernando Trueba brought them 
together in his Madrid apartment, and after a few months of becoming 
familiar with each other’s musical idiom Bebo and El Cigala recorded 
the album titled Lagrimas negras, which went on to sell nearly a million 
copies, was awarded a Grammy, and took them on almost two years of 
continuous touring. At eighty-four Bebo’s career came to life again, and 
his appearances now are greeted with the kind of enthusiasm that usu- 
ally is waiting for a rock star. His long fingers are as supple, his musical 
sensitivities as finely centered as at any point in his career, and after his 
final number at one of his appearances he always dances off the stage 
with a distinctive Cuban elegance. 


In the winter of 2001 Fernando Trueba was invited to Havana to pre- 
sent a specially edited version of Calle 54 that emphasized the role of 
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the Cuban musicians. Trueba had an assistant film the screen from 
the back of the auditorium, capturing the audience‘s responses to the 
artists in the film. Bebo first appeared on the screen with his old friend 
Cachao, and as the two of them embraced at the piano, the tall, elegant 
Bebo and the short, heavy Cachao holding his bass, the audience in 
the Havana theater realized who they were and burst into spontaneous 
applause. Whatever anger had been felt many years ago by the Cubans 
who supported the Revolution toward men like Bebo, who had chosen 
to flee, there was now a respect and a consciousness of what their music 
has meant to a new understanding of Cuban culture. 

Trueba sent a video copy of the film his assistant had taken at the 
Havana auditorium to Bebo, and one gray, lashing winter afternoon in 
his Stockholm apartment Bebo put it on the TV screen for me to see. 
He stood quietly looking at the screen, listening to the burst of applause 
when he and Cachao appeared on the stage. After a moment he looked 
away, out of the window at the streaking snow, at the gray curls of ice 
across the colorless grass. He looked back again at the screen as he and 
his son Chucho came to the stage for their piano duet and the Havana 
audience erupted in applause a second time. He listened to the duet with 
a satisfied smile, and then nodded as they finished and the applause rose 
again in the Havana auditorium. If I had asked him at that moment if 
he would ever see Cuba again, I know he would have said “Never,” as 
he always does. But I wondered if this time it would take a moment for 
the word to come. 
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14 * Bahia Nights 


Carnival in Brazil’s Black World 


I think it was because my wife Annie and I had to shade our eyes 
against the shining sun glancing off the water of the broad channel, 
off the strips of rocks and sand beach just over the whitewashed 
balustrade, and off the antique stone fort that marked the limit of 
the small cove, that I found myself thinking of the line of towering 
vehicles parked along the curb beside us as a fleet of cargo ships 
from another century—as caravels lining an exotic sea front. The 
looming shapes pressed against the littered sidewalk of the city of 
Salvador’s old port, Porto do Barra, on Brazil’s northeast coast, as if 
they were seeking shelter from the sun in whatever shreds of shade 
they could find under the shining leaves of the trees on the edge of 
the sidewalk. 

It was the scene’s brightness and the steady bustle of activity 
along the sides of the giant sound wagons in the days before Bahia’s 
Carnival that made me think of those insubstantial, small, unsteady 
ocean vessels, the caravels of the Portuguese navigators that had 
made the first journeys to this coast five hundred years before. The 
crowded vans and heaped barrows, the carts and wagons pushed up 
against the sides of the sound wagons could have been provisioning 
them for a voyage that would take them out onto the bay beyond 
the fort, then out through the mouth of the bay into the currents 
and tides of the Atlantic. The clanging metal doors of their storage 
spaces were thrown open to take on their supplies, even though 
their journey was going to be only through Salvador’s night streets. 
The towering shapes were the celebrated Trios elétricos of Salvador’s 
Carnival celebrations, and the passengers on the elaborate sound 
stages that had been constructed on their elongated top decks would 
be the sweating musicians and dancers, the glittering stars, and the 
excited hangers-on of the Carnival nights. 

The laborers in shorts and tank tops filling the street and the 
sidewalk were enduring the afternoon’s heat to load the counters, 
shelves, and gaping refrigerators of the trios with tons of ice, hun- 
dreds of cases of beer and soft drinks, food, and paper decorations. 


Laborers in clammy overalls cleaned the toilets from the journey of 
the night before and swept the trash off the boards of the soundstages. 
At the side of one of the trios an amplifier was being winched up in a 
straining rope hoist. Workers in once white jackets and much handled 
aprons lifted trays of sliced meats, bags of bread rolls, toilet paper, tow- 
els, T-shirts, and medicine out of a bobbing sea of small trucks, loading 
whatever the people who would ride on the great vehicles thought they 
might need as they set out on their night journey. Crowds of spectators 
would fill the streets as the sun went down and the air turned cooler, 
and the atmosphere alongside the idling vehicles would become steadily 
more chaotic until with a roar of their engines, their lights would blaze 
out in the darkness and they would lumber their way into the pandemo- 
nium of the parade route. 

It was still early. Sprawled figures of young men and women in shorts 
and sweaty T-shirts had taken over whatever shade the sound wagons 
had left. They were the cordeiros. With each trio came its own waves of 
dancers, and the cordeiros were lined along large loops of rope, hundreds 
of yards long, that they drew out in a large arc that reached out beyond 
the trio and followed in a smaller arc behind it. The youthful crowds of 
dancers who had paid to become members of the trio’s bloco (club) did 
their partying inside the rope, and the jam of the street crowds was kept 
outside. It was obvious that many of the cordeiros, who were mostly a dis- 
couraged assortment of Salvador’s poor and its teenagers, had struggled 
with their ropes through the streets the night before. As they stretched 
aching legs and arms in the heat, they rubbed blistered places on their 
hands where even their cheap gloves hadn’t helped protect them from 
the friction of the rope. Beginning at sunset they would straggle out into 
the streets again for another endless twelve hours, struggling against the 
weight of the crowds, the burning weight of the rope, and the pain of their 
blisters. They earned about ten dollars a night, which for Salvador, a poor 
city in Brazil’s stricken northeast, was an acceptable amount of money. 
They tried to sleep in the shade for what was left of the afternoon. 

It was impossible to feel entirely at ease beside the sound wagons. 
Annie and I stayed a few steps away as we skirted the crowd of delivery 
trucks and stepped past the sprawled bodies. In the darkness, with their 
garish flare of neon lights and thunderous music, they seemed like great 
lumbering, living creatures that threatened everything around them. As 
they bulled their way through the crowds they seemed to be pushing 
the dancers imprisoned inside their rope ahead of them, and dragging 
another captive crowd of dancers behind them. If you found yourself in 
the crush around one, the level of sound their amplifiers created was as 
frightening as their towering size. 
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Trios Elétricos and the cordeiros, Carnival in Bahia, 2002. 


Once in a crowd I was pushed close as a trio lumbered past. I could 
feel my chest pounding with the beat of an amplified bass drum. I had 
been caught in the pandemonium only twenty or thirty yards from the 
booming sound. I tried to elbow my way out of the crowd, afraid of what 
the sound might do to my body. When I had struggled fifty yards I had a 
group of dancing teenagers between me and the noise, but I still could 
feel the pounding in my chest. At seventy-five yards I was shielded by a 
police barricade, but the thunderous sound was still a physical blow that 
thudded in my chest every time the drummer stamped on his bass drum 
pedal. It wasn’t until I was a hundred yards away, standing on the grassy 
slope in front of the old fort in Porto Barra that the sound was endurable. 
In front of me I could see families with children clinging to shoulders 
and legs, darting shirtless boys selling beer and soft drinks, and beyond 
them the glittering crowds choking the street. And I still could hear the 
electric boom of the drums. 


Salvador’s newspapers ran daily articles on the history and events of 
the Carnival and over breakfast I learned one morning that the trios 
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elétricos had been only duettos eléctricos when the first one appeared on 
Salvador’s streets in 1950s. A “duetto” since the street orchestra only 
had two musicians. Like everything else about Carnival, however, the 
novelty had quickly taken on grander dimensions. The articles claimed 
that during the street celebrations a country-style duo decided to mount 
a loudspeaker on their battered car and play as they drove around the 
city. They were already well known locally, so their appearance at- 
tracted small crowds. The article included a photo of one of the early 
elétricos and it was a sedan convertible with two speaker horns mounted 
on the sides. Standing inside it were two musicians with guitars, star- 
ing into the camera with proud smiles. They had put on flamboyant 
shirts and they had dark mustaches. There was a group of onlookers 
around them, looking as pleased as if they were going to be performing 
themselves. 

One of the musicians, a local “legend” named Osmar Macedo told the 
English music writer John Krich that it was he and his partner Adolfo 
“Dodô” Nascimento who had established the reign of the trios. “This 
was back in ’forty-seven, just after the war.” Dodô, Osmar insisted, had 
invented the electric guitar, and he proudly showed Krich their first 
instrument, an elongated guitar neck with electric pickups. After their 
first trials in the streets as a dupla—a duet—they set out determined to 
change the style of music that was popular then in the Bahian carnival. 
“Soft gentle music was much in fashion then. At that time, we had been 
playing chorhino mostly with some valsas and boleros. But Dodô and I no- 
ticed what a stir had been made at the past Carnival by the Vassourinhos, 
a frevo group that came down from Recife. This music really made the 
crowds wild. It was so quick and so sharp. And with frevo you could really 
show your virtuosity. I mean you had to be good.” 

The two musicians decided that they would shake up the local Car- 
nival, which seemed much too tame for Salvador. Osmar complained, 
“There was no wild dancing and no nudity. People threw confetti at each 
other.” He described people watching the parades from rocking chairs 
that they set up on the parade route and then chained down so nobody 
would steal them. Osmar and Dodô’s answer was to install a sound 
system in their old car and put a loudspeaker in the back seat. “Once 
we struck the very first note, it was an apotheosis. We were mobbed by 
people dancing on all sides. They almost turned the car over. Meus deus! 
We lost the sound many times. And then the police came, ordering us 
to stop.” 

The two men’s first thought was that middle-class society—the 
“elite”—in Salvador was trying to stop them, conscious that if they went 
on playing, Carnival would never be the same again. 


Bahia Nights 311 


But the people were shouting, rioting, ordering us, “Toca, toca!” (Play, 
play!) So we played again. We quickly ran out of our repertoire. I think 
we even sang “La Marseillaise.” By the time we got to Praca Castro Alves, 
there as such a mob following us that I was sure we'd be taken to prison. 
Horses reared and drivers were thrown. The mob shoved one another 
into the acaraje stands (deep-fried bean cakes) and many people were 
burned by the hot oil and cooking fires. We had lost our brakes by then, 
lost all four gears, but people kept pushing the car. Nothing stopped 
them. They didn’t allow us to parade again for two years. But by then, we 
had a Chrysler. And the trio elétrico was established.’ 


The new sound wagons have kept the old name, but everything about 
them has become much grander. Instead of two or three musicians, the 
groups had swollen until I often counted fourteen or fifteen musicians 
on some of the popular trios, many with soundstages filled with jostling 
troupes of costumed singers and dancers. The ponderous modern ve- 
hicles are often as long as a Salvador city block, and the stages where the 
musicians perform are on the level of a third-floor balcony. The electric 
wires that straddle the street have been pulled away on the parade routes. 
The sides of the towering vehicles are ornately painted and decorated. 
One was in the shape of a vintage automobile, another shaped like a 
spaceship, painted in gray aluminum. Others were designed as desert 
oases of palm trees or flower-covered tropical islands. Ornate neon let- 
ters spelled out names of advertising products, names of the bands, 
slogans, and designs. Advertisements for Ford automobiles, soft drinks, 
and cigarettes brightened the sides, but the painting was done on a thin 
scrim that hung from the railing around the band’s platform. Behind 
the scrim was a solid wall of dark loudspeakers hung in long rows. It’s 
as though the trios were trying to shrug off their power by disguising it 
with florid paintings and swaying figures. When the microphones above 
them pick up the sound of the drums, the scrim trembles like a leaf in 
the thunder. 

Sometimes, as I tried to confront the blast of sound, I felt as though 
I were in a stadium rock concert, only the stadium was slowly, ponder- 
ously making its way past me. It can take a trio forty-five minutes to 
push its way around a jammed street corner. In the side panels of many 
of the vehicles are open windows for the dancers to buy more beer, and 
there are unsteady narrow stairways for them to climb up to the toilets 
under the band platform. The stairways also lead to cramped spaces 
where dancers who have had enough of the party can rest for a while. 
These gaps in the screen of speakers along the sides lighten some of 
the thunderous sound, but the backs of the trios are rigged with a solid 
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area of speakers from the level of the wheels up to the platform three 
stories above them, delivering a thudding crash of sound over the crowds 
of dancers following them. 

As the vehicles move unsteadily forward, the cordieros, heaving on 
their ring of rope, struggle to keep some street space clear for the bloco 
members who have paid for a chance to dance to the music. From time 
to time, shouting and waving to each other, the dancers hang back dur- 
ing one of the songs, giving the people straining with the ropes space 
to make an opening ahead of them, and at the climax of the melody 
hundreds of them rush forward together, waving their arms and leap- 
ing in a simultaneous wave. From the sidelines of the parade it looks 
as though the street has suddenly exploded, with the flailing arms and 
bodies leaping into the dazzling lights and colors. 

If the pressing crowds brought me too close to one of the wagons 
I found the sound was deafening, but the dancers didn’t seem to feel 
anything. As I looked at their shining, grinning faces, I wondered if 
they were depending on the beer to protect their hearing. Most of the 
cordeiros wore some kind of earplugs. The ones who had forgotten to 
wear gloves were using folded pieces of newspapers or sodden rags to 
protect their hands. In the afternoons, when we walked past the line of 
trios taking in supplies, these were the people who lay in huddles in the 
shade. If they spoke to each other, their voices were a hoarse whisper. 

The music that drifted from the high platforms in the dawdling after- 
noons was different from the thunder of the night processions. Most of 
the sound wagons had awnings strung over the music stages to provide 
a little shade as the supplies were loaded, and some of the musicians 
came early to tune their guitars or adjust their amplifiers. The music of 
the afternoons had softer, floating rhythms. A guitar would pick out one 
of the old bossa nova classics while below them the sweating workers 
dragged in tubs of ice and cases of drinks. 


It is everywhere evident during Carnival that Brazil is one of the three 
cultural areas, along with Cuba and the United States, that have given 
the world much of the music that has been created out of the diverging 
currents of the African diaspora. Brazil’s musical culture is perhaps 
the most richly varied of the three, since it had so many more people 
of African heritage. Not only did slavery in Brazil last longer than in 
the United States, there was a much greater influx of slaves. At least 
five million is a common estimate, compared to North America’s fewer 
than half a million. Cuba, with more than a million slaves, also was 
inevitably drawn to the experience of African music, with waves of later 
arrivals and their African religious expression. Brazil, however, has 
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Trios Elétricos and the cordeiros, Carnival in Bahia, 2002. 


embraced many other cultures, and each of them has played a role in 
shaping the flood of melody that is a part of Brazilian life. 

In the streets of Salvador during the noisy Carnival week I was always 
conscious that it was Brazilian music sounding in the air around me. From 
the sound wagons and from the radios that filled the streets during the 
daytime, the only music I heard was Brazilian. The only time I noticed 
a different kind of song was one afternoon as I was walking along the 
Porta Barra sea wall and heard a radio station playing “Dancing Queen” 
by the Swedish group assa. Another year a spangled young guitarist 
on one of the trios announced defiantly that he was going to play a hit by 
the British heavy metal band Led Zeppelin, and he crashed into one of 
Jimmy Page’s familiar riffs. The crowds found after a moment that as far 
as they were concerned, the music wasn’t anything they could dance to, 
so they shrugged along in their rope enclosures, laughing and passing 
their beer back and forth until the band gave up and went back to one 
of the Bahia favorites. 

For most of the world it is the Brazilian harvest of song that has spread 
the furthest and reached the largest audiences, sparked by the enthusi- 
astic response to bossa nova. Rio de Janeiro has named its international 
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airport for one of its songwriters. When your plane comes into Rio you 
find yourself landing at the Antonio Carlos Jobim International Airport. 
“Tom” Jobim, as he is known to all Brazilians, composed the bossa nova 
anthem “The Girl from Ipanema,” along with many other classic songs, 
and in Brazil a song can give its composer the immortality of the great- 
est novelists or sports stars. Today’s best-known Brazilian musicians are 
its older generation of songwriters and singers: Gilberto Gil, Caetano 
Velosa, Chico Buarque, Milton Nascimento, Marie Bethania, Gal Costa, 
and Jorge Ben, who are only a handful among many brilliant artists. 
Veloso and his sister Maria Bethania grew up in a small town outside of 
Salvador, and Gil is from Salvador itself. 

Part of the uniqueness of Brazil’s music lies in its history, and a cru- 
cial difference, certainly, is that of all the New World countries with a 
rich African-derived culture, it was the only one that was Portuguese. At 
the root of a thousand modern Brazilian melodies is a Portuguese style 
of song called the modinha, and it was the mingling of the melodies of 
the modinha with the rhythms from Africa that gave this new world of 
song its character. 


It was only through an error in geographical reckoning that Brazil be- 
came part of the Portuguese Empire. The purpose of the Line of Tordesil- 
las, which was promulgated by Pope Alexander VI in 14.94, was to deter- 
mine which areas of the world would be dominated by Spain and which 
by Portugal. The Portuguese had already explored Africa’s west coast, 
and in the wake of Columbus’s first voyage the concern of the church 
was that the two Catholic Powers, Spain and Portugal, would become 
bitter rivals for the new lands that had been discovered. In 1493 Spain 
was granted the rights to all the lands to the west of an imaginary line 
drawn in the Atlantic Ocean 100 leagues (about 300 miles) west of the 
Azores and the Cape Verde Islands. The Portuguese protested the limit, 
and the next year the Spanish consented to shift the line 370 leagues 
farther west. As the historian Boris Fausto characterized it, with the 
new treaty “The world was divided into two hemispheres separated by 
an imaginary line 3'70 leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands. The land 
discovered west of the line would belong to Spain, that to the east of it 
would belong to Portugal. The division lent itself to controversy, since 
it was never possible to establish exactly where the line of Tordesillas 
was.”? 

The Portuguese had never turned their caravels toward the New World, 
so the line was intended to define the Portuguese presence on the west 
coast of Africa. There was no realization on anyone’s part that within this 
demarcation was a massive bulge of the South American continent far to 
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the east of what the Spanish voyagers had explored in the Caribbean and 
on the northern Venezuelan coast. The first Portuguese landfall on what 
is now known as Brazil was on April 22, 1500, by the fleet commanded 
by Pedro Alvares Cabral. For many years the new land was thought to 
be a large and rather poor island, and the interest lay in the two large 
rivers, the Amazon in the north and the Plate in the south. There were 
optimistic conjectures that they might be the long-sought passage to 
the East Indies, and the continual disagreements over the Tordesillas 
demarcation concerned the two rivers. Were the mouths of the great 
streams within Spanish or Portuguese dominion? 

As the Portuguese had extended their presence down the African west 
coast they lacked the human resources to attempt any kind of coloni- 
zation. Portugal’s population was small, and the country had one of 
Europe’s poorest economies. What they established along the coast were 
armed trading posts called feoritas, giving them access to trading for raw 
materials and for slaves intended for sale in Portugal as domestic ser- 
vants. They continued the same pattern in Brazil. To encourage the pro- 
duction of food crops for sale outside of the new colony, the Portuguese 
crown granted vast landholdings to individuals who were in favor in the 
court, rather than small land parcels which could have been offered to 
individual families or to small groups to make them self-sufficient. It 
was not until a large party of nearly a thousand settlers led by Tome de 
Sousa landed in Salvador in the 1540s that the Portuguese made a seri- 
ous effort to colonize the land, and Salvador was named the capital of 
the struggling colony. 

The lands around Salvador were fertile and easily cultivated, and the 
new settlers almost immediately planted their newly cleared fields with 
sugar. Just as in every other part of the new continents where sugar was 
the main crop, the growers faced an immediate crisis as they tried to 
secure labor, and like every other sugar economy, they turned to slaves. 
Slaves were not only profitable, they were readily available. In an archive 
in Denmark there are a series of large, brilliantly conceived and detailed 
paintings of the natives of Brazil and the lands they were settling done 
by a Dutch artist in Salvador in the 1640s. Among the paintings are two 
portraits of Africans in the uniforms of high officials. They were min- 
isters sent to Brazil by the government of the Congo, and one of them 
had as his responsibility the signing of an agreement concerning the 
number of slaves that the Brazilians wished to import. The Africans who 
controlled their part of the trade continued to ship slaves for the next two 
hundred years. By the end of the period of importation, the journey from 
Africa could take as little as three weeks, and the captains had become 
more skillful at landing with much of their cargo still healthy enough to 
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DIAS OCIDENTALIS 


MERIDIANO DE LA DEMARCACTO? 


A map of the Western Hemisphere published in a book titled Description 
of the West Indies (1601) by Antonio de Herrera, taken from an earlier 
Spanish map of 1575. The vertical double line marks the division by 

the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494) of the newly discovered lands between 
Portugal and Spain and shows the error that gave Brazil to the Portuguese. 


command high prices. It was on the sugar plantations that the appalling 
living conditions took their toll of the slaves’ lives. There was an average 
yearly decline of 5 to 8 percent in the slave population because of the 
high mortality rate, and the planters continually had to replace them. 
The life expectancy of the slaves was about twenty years. Although the 
average Brazilian didn’t live much longer, their average life expectancy 
was about twenty-seven years. In contrast, in the United States a slave 
could live to the average age of thirty-five. 

For nearly a century the gently rolling hills around Salvador were the 
world’s richest sugar-growing area, and for some decades Salvador was 
probably the wealthiest city of the New World. The signs of its affluence 
can still be seen in the crumbling neighborhoods of colonial streets and 
plazas, in the once elegant tiled house facades and the half-restored ca- 
thedrals of Peroulinho, the old section of the city that has survived on a 
group of hills overlooking the harbor. The city was built on the heights 
as a defense against pirates and raiding naval squadrons that roamed 
the coast. In the first years, most of the slaves who reached the city were 
from the northern tribes, among them Yorubas, Ewes, and Hausas. The 
principle trade item used for their purchase was Brazilian tobacco. In the 
last decades of the slave trade, as new areas of development opened up to 
the south around Rio de Janeiro, the sources of the slaves shifted to the 
south, to Congo and Angola, and a major trade item for the purchases 
was Rio’s white rum cachaça. 

The depth and richness of the African survivals that are characteristic 
of the music of Bahia reflect the racial imbalance. There were so few 
colonists from Portugal itself that Brazil from its beginnings was in 
many crucial ways an African—or in some rural areas an Afro-Indian— 
society. When the Brazilians declared their independence from Portugal 
in 1822, the population of Salvador was 79 percent black and mulatto, in 
contrast to Rio de Janiero’s 64 percent. In each of the areas with large 
groups of slaves there were also large numbers of free Africans. As in 
Cuba, slaveholders had been encouraged to free slaves, or to permit 
them to work to earn the purchase price for their freedom. Nearly half 
of the Africans in Salvador were free, and large numbers of those still 
enslaved were employed as “slave earners,” who worked independently 
and paid a portion of their earnings to their owners. 

The racial imbalance was corrected to an extent in the early r700s with 
the discovery of gold in the mountainous areas to the north of Rio de 
Janeiro. More than 600,000 people emigrated from Portugal and the 
Atlantic Islands to work in the mines, which continued to be productive 
for several decades. Brazil, however, is a huge country, and the European 
influx didn’t spread up the coast to Salvador. The local sugar growers 
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had already lost much of their advantage to the newer plantations of 
the Caribbean, and as the economic balance of the colony shifted to the 
mountain areas, with Rio as their major outlet to the sea, it was decided 
to move the capital. Salvador had been the dominant Brazilian city for 
two hundred years, but in 1763 it lost its financial base as the govern- 
ment and its personnel moved south to Rio de Janeiro, and the city in 
many ways has never recovered. 

At the time the government was moved to the broad harbor at the base 
of the picturesque mountains surrounding Rio, each of the cities had 
about forty thousand inhabitants, but Rio quickly outgrew its northern 
competitor. The districts that still survive from Salvador’s colonial era 
are the largest remainder of the older culture in the hemisphere, but 
with the city’s poverty, many of the buildings may not be preserved. 
Some renovation has been completed, but the streets are narrow and 
cobbled and difficult for traffic. Houses still with remnants of their elab- 
orate tiled facades are falling into ruin, and many of the younger people 
now finding employment prefer to move to the scattered new high-rise 
complexes to the north of the city center. 


Modern Salvador is a city of almost 2.5 million people, but during the 
Carnival season it feels as though its population has doubled. Brazilians 
have long argued about the comparative excitements of Carnival in Rio 
and Salvador, and the usual conclusion is that although Rio has more 
elaborate staged pageantry, Salvador is closest to the African soul of the 
Carnival celebrations. In the week before the celebration the airport is 
jammed with new arrivals, many of them students and young couples 
from other Brazilian cities. I had found a hotel close to the old fort in 
Porto Barra, and everyday I had to push my way through steadily grow- 
ing crowds if I wanted something to eat or needed to shop in the mall 
that was several blocks away through a neighborhood of small bunga- 
lows and narrow streets. Across the street from the hotel was the low 
seawall that continued half a mile to the old fort. My wife and I had 
walked along the wall to watch the trios lined up to be supplied with 
food and drinks for their night’s journey through the city streets. Below 
the wall, close to the hotel, was a small beach, and on the hot afternoons 
it was so densely packed it was difficult to see any place for someone 
new even to stand up, much less try to unfold one of the canvas chairs 
that were for rent, and stretch out in the sunlight. 

From the fort, which marked the mouth of the broad harbor, the coast- 
line stretched to the north, and a wide boulevard followed its sweeping 
turns. Most of the coast, however, was a ragged barrier of dark rocks, the 
lower strata, where the tide flowed, slick with weeds and speckled with 
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the shells of the marine life of the shallows. The Atlantic swells surged 
against the rocks, there were few footholds to get down to the water, and 
only occasional hardier swimmers crept out to the deeper pools by edg- 
ing along a ridge of stones that would take them far enough from the low 
edges of the headlands to swim with some safety. On a map the coastline 
might look like a swimmer’s paradise, but at Porto Barra there was only 
the enclosed cove by the Fort and its small beach. Teenaged boys swam 
close to the rocks below the weathered wall of the fort, and in the bright 
sun their glistening dark skins against the blue-green of the water, with 
the small scale, stiffly shaped colonial building in the background, was 
a scene that could have been out of Salvador’s oldest days as a colony. 

The area of Porto Barra close to the beach was very small, and it was at 
the base of a steep bluff. City buses strained up a long street past walled 
villas and newer apartment buildings as they carried the visitors to the 
center of the city. The benches along the tree-lined streets were filled 
with the school crowds who had the days off for the celebration and with 
the visitors who had brought their party with them. Late at night it still 
was possible to buy something to eat at three or four food shops whose 
lights were a bright splash in the darkness. Since it was set off from the 
rest of Salvador that towered above it on the bluff, Porto Barra had little 
through traffic, and the side streets had blossomed with small clubs and 
informal restaurants. They were filled day and night, and the crowds 
were noisily pleased to be there to celebrate Carnival, and later, when 
the beach was empty, the clubs also had music. It wasn’t the thunder of 
the trios, or even the bright dance rhythms of the street orchestras in the 
center of the city. The performers played guitars and sang to their own 
accompaniment, drawing on the great repertoire of song that is one of 
the enduring expressions of Brazilian life. 

Although all popular music is a complex amalgam of styles and influ- 
ences, a modest style of song from Brazil’s history has given its music 
much of its identity. The song was the fresh, popular expression, the 
modinha. The modinha was already a fixture in the life of the Portuguese 
court by the late r7oos. Its most colorful exponent was a mulatto priest 
from Rio named Domingo Caldas Barbosa, who called his songs cantigas 
and accompanied himself singing them with a steel stringed guitar. In 
his valuable booklet to a cp collection re-creating the nineteenth-century 
modinha, the pianist and musicologist Manuel Viega quoted a complaint 
about the new songs that appeared in 1763. 


[They are] love songs talking of sighs, of flattering words, of refined af- 
fairs and frivolous rambling. It is with this they delude young girls, it is 
what they teach children, it is what the lads sing and maids have on their 
lips. What great maxims of modesty, temperance and virtue they learn in 
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these songs! Today this plague is general since Caldas began using them 
in his poetry and began writing verses for women.’ 


The modinha, as it first developed in Portugal and was widely circu- 
lated in popular printed song collections, was a simple melody, usually 
written for two voices in close harmony, with an accompaniment that 
generally only notated a figured bass—a melody with symbols indicating 
the harmonies, which an experienced performer was expected to use as 
a basis for an improvised accompaniment. As pianos began to replace 
the older forms of the harpsichord in many families, the songs were 
published with keyboard accompaniments and arranged for a single 
voice. The first piano reached Salvador in 1810. The clumsy instruments 
gradually were carried by mule train from the port city to the sugar 
plantations in the surrounding countryside, but already by that time the 
modinha had evolved into a style accompanied by native guitars, flutes, 
and small string ensembles. The songs became so popular for suitors 
to sing at their mistress’s windows that Viega suggests with only a little 
sarcasm that the first decline in the general popularity of the songs was 
the result of the introduction of street lamps in the middle of the roth 
century. A verse from a typical modinha that Viega included in the album 
alludes to the night serenades. 


In the evening, when you come to the window, 
A loose braid where the wind sighs, 

My soul kneels in contemplation of you 

While my thoughts go to lament at your feet. 


In the introduction to his study of contemporary Brazilian composers 
Masters of Contemporary Song, Charles A. Perroni noted the steady rise 
in the modinha’s popularity, comparing its spread to the relative decline 
in general acceptance of a more African-influenced song form called 
the lundu. 


Around 1870 the modinha began to be adopted more regularly by pop- 
ular musicians outside the salon context. The serenade was a common 
setting for its use. While the lundu was eventually absorbed into other 
forms, modinhas spread throughout Brazil and underwent a process of 
folklorization, entering the cycle of oral tradition. In the 1910s and 1920s, 
Catulo da Paixâo Cearense (1866-1946) revitalized the modinha in Rio 
de Janeiro; he brought stylized rural variants to “nice” society, establish- 
ing the acceptability of the guitar as the instrument for accompaniment, 
and initiated a “backland vogue” in both song and poetry. Historically, 
the modinha is particularly important in Brazil because it was cultivated 
for an extensive period and was popular at all levels of society.* 
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It was not until a new vocal samba style became popular in the 1930s, 
the samba-canção, that the lyric forms of the modest Portuguese colonial 
song lost their distinctive place in Brazilian culture, though the modinha 
continued to be at the root of the compositions of the new generations of 
song writers. Part of the style’s continuing attraction was that it had first 
become popular as a domestic entertainment. The melodies were set in a 
comfortable vocal range for the daughters of the plantation owners who 
sang them for gatherings in the family parlor, and they were as useful 
as a courting song for the daughters’ admirers, who sang in the shadows 
by their windows. The emphasis of the lyrics was always love, and the 
mood was usually a simply expressed longing. There were similarities to 
the classic Portuguese song form, fado, but fado is more intense, more 
expressive, and the mood is more despairing. Like fado, the melodies of 
the modinhas were generally in a minor mode, which accommodated 
itself easily to the minor modalities of much African influenced song. 
Listening to the older modinhas today, it is remarkable how close the 
mood and the melodic content are to much of contemporary Brazilian 
song. The most significant newer adaptation is the syncopation of the 
rhythms, reflecting the influence of the lundu. Much of the older song 
form survived its journey to the colony, but it also changed inevitably as 
the years passed. 


Even though the Atlantic Ocean separated the Brazilian colonists from 
their homeland, as the role of the modinha in modern Brazil suggests, 
Portugal continued to play an important role in Brazil’s culture and 
growth, again because of circumstances that were unique to the coun- 
try. For an extended period of its history, Brazil was Portugal. The tu- 
multuous history of Europe during this period decisively shaped Bra- 
zil’s history. In 1807, in the midst of the long war between England 
and France, Napoleon invaded Portugal to seal its ports and complete 
his blockade of the continent against British commercial interests. The 
British Navy, anticipating his move, acted more quickly. In two days, be- 
tween November 25 and 27, they aided the Portuguese royal court and 
civilian government in their flight from the French armies. Between ten 
thousand and fifteen thousand people crowded into a fleet of ships and 
sailed from Lisbon, making the crossing under the protection of a Brit- 
ish naval squadron. The ships first landed in Salvador, where the royal 
passengers were dismayed at the backward conditions, but they imme- 
diately requisitioned the best homes and began to set up a temporary 
government. They had brought everything they needed with them. In 
the ships that left Lisbon were the government ministries, the justices 
of the Supreme Court, and the important religious leaders. Crammed 
in the cargo holds of the fleet were the royal treasury, the government 
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archives, a printing press, and cases of books, enough to establish the 
National Library in Rio de Janeiro. The mercantile policies of the gov- 
ernment had attempted to assure the colony’s economic dependency on 
the home country by denying the colonists the right to import printing 
presses—or pianos. 

Brazilian ports had also been closed to foreign commerce as part of the 
mercantile policies, but in gratitude to the British naval squadron that 
had saved the Portuguese court, one of the first acts of the new govern- 
ment was to open the country to trade with friendly nations. After the 
government had moved to Rio, the next step, in 1808, was to open the 
country to industrialization. Rio quickly swelled to a city of more than 
100,000 people, creating a wave of cultural excitement. Music, theater, 
and literature marked a new birth of Portuguese culture in Brazil, and 
among the many influences that became established was the little song, 
the modinha. 


Often through the din on the streets I could hear one of the gentler 
modinha melodies in a song the musicians were blasting from the top 
of one of the trios, but the newest bands have turned to anything from 
the broad flow of Brazilian rhythms that will bring the crowds of thou- 
sands to a dancing frenzy in the Carnival nights. On some of the ve- 
hicles I counted as many as fourteen drummers sweating in the lights 
along the edges of the soundstages. It was also obvious as I watched 
that it is difficult work for the musicians to keep the music together on 
the tops of the wagons as they are jerked along the streets through the 
crowds, and the punishing level of volume also had its effect on them. 
John Krich, who interviewed the pioneers of the trio elétrico, managed to 
hitch a ride on one of the trios as it paraded on a holiday that preceded 
Carnival itself. 


With perseverance, I get my crack at climbing the ladder which ascends 
up the side of the band‘s truck through the balanced black blocks of am- 
plifiers. This close, I can feel each thud of the electric bass reverberating 
in my chest cavity. Riding a trio elétrico’s moving juggernaut, sandwiched 
between a half-dozen groupies waving pom-poms, a couple of body- 
guards, and one of the three percussionists, I discover what’s true about 
most everything in Brazil. The view from the top isn‘t as compelling as 
the vision gained in the midst of the pack. 

Along with an intense headache, I get the feeling of how difficult the 
work of a Carnival musician must be. Given that the work is seasonal, 
the trios have got to take as many jobs as they can get, at whatever mea- 
ger rate is offered. Yet even in this warm-up, the trucks inch along at a 
block an hour, and it can take them up to twelve hours to cover the main 
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parade route. Most of the bands are kept busy until dawn at balls and 
block parties. 

Nonstop frenetic energy is required. There are no “slow dances” in 
Bahia, no thirty minute sets. Luckily, the guitar pickers are brawny long 
hairs who wear rings of sweatbands like medals earned in battle. Their 
playing looks as unrehearsed as it is, for want of a better word, electric.’ 


The rhythms are usually fast, particularly with popular younger groups 
like Chiclete com Banana. The extended polyrhythmic patterns are 
blurred, since they need a slower basic pulse to be effective. When Chi- 
clete plays on the streets the tempo is built on the leader’s guitar, which 
fires rapid chords in a jagged sequence of a quick down beat on the first 
beat of the measure, a rest on the second beat, an edgy, quick triplet on 
the third beat, then a rest on the fourth. Against this, the bass plays a 
steady four beats to the measure, and the drums create shifting patterns 
usually built on triplets. Despite the surging tempos and the electric 
sounds of the groups’ rock-style instrumentation, their music still has 
a clear African voice. 


What has preserved the older Carnival in Salvador, what continues to 
make Salvador’s festival a feast of older styles and musical customs, 
is simply the width of the city’s streets. The trios are too big to drive 
into Pelourinho, the old colonial section that is still the heart of the 
city, with its narrow cobbled streets and twisting lanes. On a Carnival 
afternoon you can look back from Pelourinho at the dense crowds fill- 
ing the Avenida Sete de Setembro in the heart of the business district, 
surrounding the trios. For the last days of Carnival the street has taken 
on the appearance of a construction site. Virtually every store window 
and building entrance has been boarded up with sheets of plywood, 
painted—for no reason I could discover—a reddish pink. Down the 
slope from Pelourinho I could see swelling crowds streaming out of the 
plazas and side streets along the avenue toward the thunderous music 
and the gleaming neon decorations. 

In Pelourinho Carnival has a different character. The Carnival spilling 
through the cobbled streets and squares in the old quarter has its own 
crowds, its own excitements, its own discomforts, its own strains and 
confusions, and it fulfills the promise of a Brazilian musical panorama 
with its roots in its African past. Without the thunder of the trios to 
overpower them the other voices of Brazilian music can be heard. The 
center of the excitement, a broad plaza named the Largo de Pelourinho, 
is crowded with metal tables and much used chairs set up around large, 
steamy tents selling beer and heaped plates of food and soft drinks. Not 
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far from it, on a broad street leading to the colonial cathedral, a low stage 
has been set up with towering wooden figures of the proud women of 
Bahia wearing their native dress. Many of the city’s families bring their 
children to spend the day in the plaza and to have the children’s pictures 
taken on the stage, posed stiffly against the skirts of the figures. Often 
the children have been dressed in modest, homemade costumes, while 
the adults are in jeans or shorts, T-shirts or tank tops—anything that‘s 
comfortable in the heat. Annie and I stood at the edge of the crowd and 
watched a procession of children whose faces were solemn, frightened, 
or excited—or all three at once—as they took their turns in front of the 
statues. For many Bahian families a succession of photographs from 
year to year is probably their strongest memory of Carnival and their 
childhood. 

One year a stage was erected in a large open space near the entrance 
of the plaza and a vocal group—twenty men and women in comic varia- 
tions of the costumes of the street serenaders, with guitars and small 
drums—sang Bahian melodies that everyone around me knew. The next 
year Annie and I found an elaborately choreographed water fountain with 
splashing jets that filled the space. Suddenly a group of young dancers 
wearing Brazilian versions of African dress burst from a side street. 
They were an informal association called an afoxe, and the lead figures 
in the group carried a painted banner with their name, Bloco Art Cia. 
The first dancers were women who swirled into the plaza with brightly 
flowered cloth skirts and latex tops. Behind them were lines of wiry, 
perspiring shirtless men, in mud-colored grass skirts. The muscular 
dancing surged in waves across the crowded street. In the middle of the 
waving arms and gesturing hands of the dancers a stilt walker covered 
in white feathers stamped to the drums that pressed closely after him. 
The first drummers were a line of teenaged boys and girls who beat on 
small drums with thin sticks in a sharp, clattering rhythm. Two other 
teenagers lustily added to the noise with European instruments, a bugle 
and a valve trombone. Behind the two horns a new line of drummers 
played elongated, slim drums attached with cloth belts to their waists, 
and after them came a line of thick shouldered men pounding on their 
large bass drums. The fierce energy of their dancing felt like it must 
leave a visible aura in the air over our heads. 

As we joined the noisy, laughing crowd dancing behind the group, 
they turned down the street, toward the Avenida, filled with the crowds 
around the trios. The towering sound wagon closest to us had stopped 
for a moment at the end of its route, and as the dancers in their African 
dress came closer to them, the musicians on the high music platform 
noticed the dancers and their musicians. One by one the trio’s musicians 
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fell silent so the crowds around them could hear the street drummers, 
and for a suspended moment the rhythms of the two groups mingled. 
We stopped in the street in surprise. We could hear that it was all the 
same music. The drummers on the sound wagons were playing faster 
and the songs had been lifted to a new level of energy, but their melodies 
and the rhythms wove seamlessly into the pulse of the street drumming. 
We were all dancing to one rhythm and one song. 

At the corner of another narrow street, as we made our way back to 
the plaza, there were new sounds. We found a group of men lounging 
around a battered small truck with speakers mounted over the driver‘s 
cab. It could have been an early version of the trio. The men were play- 
ing a dance-like rhythm pattern on small sets of two-toned African bells 
known in Brazil as agogés. The sound was a light, metallic tinkling, but 
it had an intense lift that matched the drumming we could hear in the 
distance. The men were obviously waiting to follow the truck out into the 
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street, and they were playing for themselves, holding the curved metal 
rod that joined the two bells in one hand and striking them with a stick 
in the other. There was no singing. They were listening intently to each 
other, and if one of the men subtly altered the accents of what he was 
playing the others followed him in the new rhythm. 

Across the street from the agogés musicians, under a dingy arcade, 
there were clusters of women waiting, and we realized that they would 
be the dancers who could come onto the street accompanied by the 
bells, and they would form a procession with the small sound truck and 
its small rope enclosure. The ropes had gotten hopelessly tangled, and 
a dispirited group of cordeiros was sitting on the street, attempting to 
unravel them as the musicians and dancers waited with obvious impa- 
tience. Most of the women under the arcade were older, and their skin 
was dark. Many were heavy, and they were wearing the traditional Ba- 
hian costume—long white skirts bellied out with an inner frame and lay- 
ers of white underskirts, white turbans with starched tips, white blouses 
and pink sashes—everything newly washed and ironed. Each of them 
was also wearing a long string of beads that they tucked into cloth belts. 
The banner that two of the women were holding, as they waited for the 
struggling cordeiros to sort out the ropes, proclaimed the name of their 
group, Korin-Efan. 

When the ropes finally were drawn into their bowed curve along the 
street, the men playing the light-sounding bells spread out in lines be- 
hind the truck. The women streamed from the arcade in wavering lines 
ahead of the truck and as they stepped off the curb onto the street they 
began dancing with slow, grave, stylized movements out of some earlier 
century. Their arms, in their white sleeves, wove patterns in the air, as 
though they were describing something to us, using only gestures and 
self-conscious smiles. As the truck lurched ahead, a woman in bright 
robes stepped to the microphone on a platform that had been built on 
the truck bed and began singing a high-pitched chant. It was one of the 
religious chants that still are part of the Bahian candomblé rituals. Beside 
her a second robed woman joined her in shrill, high-voiced responses. 


On another Carnival night I was out on the streets alone and I found 
myself in the plaza in a crowd that grew steadily larger as it got later. 
There was a heavy press of people filling the narrow Pelourinho streets 
and alleyways behind me, so I decided that I would walk back to Porto 
Barra along the Avenida Sete de Setembro. I’d walked it two or three 
times in the fierce sunlight, and at least the darkness was a little cooler. 
But by the time I’d walked only a few blocks, I had been swept into 
the masses of dancers around the trios. Around me everyone was 
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tirelessly jumping up and down, shouting hoarsely at some choruses, 
then waving their arms at the choruses that followed. It was a kind of 
wild, unpredictable street choreography. The sound of the voices and 
the thunder of the musicians on the tops of the swaying trios was deaf- 
ening. I soon found that I been pressed into the crowds without any 
way to get off the street. I was lifted in the sea of bodies from the packed 
mass around one of the trios and carried two or three hundred yards to 
the next. At times, even with their great bulk, the wagons were power- 
less to push ahead themselves. I could have been a stick on a wave, but 
the wave was desperately unpredictable, and I was helpless to move in 
any other direction. If I was pushed against one of the light poles along 
the street I was stranded until the trio and its surging group of dancers 
in the bloco lurched past me. The heavy shape moved so slowly that it 
could take thirty minutes for it to move past where I was trapped. 

I was able to tell the time that was passing because I still was wearing 
my wristwatch. I had realized earlier in the evening, as several people 
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had called out to me to ask the time, that I was the only one I could see 
who was wearing one. The crowds were a magnet for thieves. On one 
Carnival night Annie and I were trapped in the crowd and six young 
pickpockets descended on us, cutting her purse straps with a knife and 
going through our pockets until our shouts frightened them off. There 
was so much street theft during Carnival that most of the people who 
came out into the streets to celebrate stripped themselves of everything 
except a small amount of money hidden in their shoes or under their 
skimpy shorts to buy something to drink and to get them home. I was 
struggling as much against my rising fear as I was against the press of 
people pushing me toward another trio, the sweating arms around me 
swaying like branches in a wind. I began pushing and straining to pry 
myself loose from the crowd’s clutch, and finally I stumbled against a 
flight of steps. Beyond the fringe of bodies lined against a building I 
could see shadows and an uneasy darkness. 

When I stumbled down the steps I found myself in a different world. 
At the bottom was a clogged, narrow alley. The alleyway and the small 
squares that opened up every hundred yards ahead of me were filthy 
and only sporadically lit with dim streetlights and lanterns. Beside me 
was a line of raggedly dressed men and women sitting on boxes or piled 
sacks, offering small piles of fruit or bread or cans of soft drinks for sale. 
Occasionally I passed people clustered around small, crude iron presses 
that looked as though they might have come on one of the first ships 
to the colony. The press’s owner, his shirt wet with perspiration, was 
crushing lengths of sugar cane and draining the sweet sap into a metal 
cup he held out to the next waiting hands. Old women in African-styled 
robes, much worn and faded, sat at battered stands, without expression 
on their wrinkled faces, slicing vegetables by lantern light. Small fires 
were set back against the house fronts, metal grills over them holding 
roasting meat. An acrid pall of smoke hung in the air. Beer was selling 
steadily out of metal boxes filled with ice, and the procession of men 
moving along the center of the alleyway wavered when several of them 
dropped off to urinate against the wall. 

As I went farther along the alleyway I began to hear a different musi- 
cal sound. Behind me was the echo of the crashing rhythms from the 
bands on the trios, but at shadowy corners two or three blocks from 
each other young men had set up small sound systems, and the music 
they were playing was the classic slow beat reggae of the 1960s. The 
voice of Bob Marley filled the shadows. Around each of the cheap sets 
of speakers, thin, serious young men, shirts stripped off, danced with 
slow, measured movements. The music had drawn them into its own 
ceremony. There was a muted restraint in their grave movements as they 
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gestured with outstretched arms, and their legs lifted in the ritualized 
patterns I had seen in Marley’s concerts, when he handed off his guitar 
and moved across the stage with a kind of dance that also suggested a 
moment of contemplation. 


On Carnival day itself the cobblestoned streets of Pelourinho were 
bright with the sound of music everywhere, and Africa was a continual 
presence in the layering of the rhythms and the tone of the voices. 
The plaza was still a place for families. Children in their handmade 
costumes ran everywhere, laughing as they sprayed their parents and 
each other with a white foam that came from brightly colored cans for 
sale at every corner. It fell like snow and then—like summer snow in 
this tropical heat—melted in three or four minutes, leaving no trace. 
The only adults in conspicuous costumes were the turbaned and robed 
members of Os Filhos de Gandhi—The Sons of Gandhi—an organiza- 
tion with more than five thousand members, with its spiritual roots in 
the teachings of the Indian leader and whose members were brightly 
dressed enough to add to the spectacle of the people milling in the 
plaza. 

The costumes of the Sons of Gandhi had been influenced by Indian 
models: white, Indian-styled tunics, arms bare except for beaded brace- 
lets, white sandals and blue socks, heads draped in white turbans made 
of toweling. Some of the men who hurried late to the plaza took turns 
sewing the intricate turbans into place for each other. To complement 
their costumes they were draped with long strands of beads in the same 
blue and white colors of their costumes. The colors represented Oxal 
and Ogum, two spirits of the Candomblé faith. The costumed figures 
were a striking presence everywhere in the city. Their own lavish night 
procession struggled through the crowds under the spiritual guidance of 
the leader of their organization, an older man who wore a dhoti and had 
a startling resemblance to Gandhi. Part of their procession was a float 
with a life-sized, somewhat tattered white papier-maché baby elephant, 
and on a separate float an even more battered stuffed camel. 

As the night turned cooler, more and more people came into the plaza 
at Pelourinho, but the crowds never turned into the crush of bodies that 
had engulfed me the night before. The plaza grew steadily noisier, but 
the sound levels never achieved the deafening thunder of the trios. I stood 
on a corner, a few feet from a row of elegant, imperious women in their 
traditional white costumes who were cooking pots of food, the classic 
Bahian dishes, and I let the music sweep over me. As the hours passed 
I felt as though four hundred years of Brazil’s African-inspired musi- 
cal styles had made their way into the swaying lights of the plaza, and 


330 Chapter Fourteen 


Carnival in the 
Pelourinho, 
2002. 


I heard all of it without walking more than a few steps from the corner 
where I stood. 

Other drum groups passed me, some only irregular collections of 
teenage boys wearing matching T-shirts and playing an assortment 
of much-dented metal drums painted with bright African colors. Each 
of the groups had a leader who strutted ahead and abruptly lifted an 
arm to indicate changes in the clanging rhythms. Anything vaguely Afri- 
can was a source for ideas for the costumes. Some dancing groups spun 
past dressed in woven clothes of dried grasses that had been sewn into 
skirts and headdresses. In one group the young woman who twisted and 
sang in the center of the lines of drummers was wearing only a skirt and 
a turbaned covering on her head. She had sprayed her body with silver 
paint, so with her silver covering she could dance on the streets with 
her breasts bare. She shone with perspiration, her body’s nakedness 
seeming as natural as the bare chests of the young men pounding on 
the drums around her. 

On a brightly lit sidestreet only a few yards away I found music froma 
different century, but with as much of Africa’s influence in its syncopa- 
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tions. Sitting around one of a row of tables that had been set up under 
strings of lights along the edge of the street were several men playing 
acoustic string instruments and hand drums. Two of them were playing 
small European-style banjo-ukuleles, one a guitar. Others were playing a 
kind of scaper called a reco-reco, or a small drum held in one hand and 
hit with a stick—the tamborim. There were the unmistakable animal 
grunts of the cuinca, a friction drum that makes a sound when the player 
rubs a wet cloth attached to a stick on the inside of the instrument. A 
joke among Brazilian musicians is that the best moistener to use is their 
drink cachaça. I was familiar with the distinctive style of instrumental 
music of the small acoustic groups that had come out of the favelas of 
Rio, the brilliant, irresistible style called choro, but this was an idiom 
shaped around shifting chords and the muted sound of fingers and 
thumb on the tambourine-like pandeiro. 

As the hours passed, small, informal processions swept up and down 
the steep Pelourinho streets. I could hear the shrill exhortations of brass 
bands. Some passed me in bright matching T-shirts and white pants 
of varying lengths, like the ordinary clothes of many of the people who 
were following them, but usually the band members were in distinc- 
tive costumes. One band straggled past in striped convict’s clothing, 
the number 171 sewn onto their chests with a red patch. Another band 
wore red tunics and white caps with green head bands. The largest of 
the brass bands, performing on a rough stage set up in front of the 
old house of the famed Brazilian author Jorge Amado, had settled for 
blue and white flowered shirts and yellow or red visored caps, while a 
new band pushing through the crowds not far from them was outfitted 
in garish sateen women’s blouses, with women’s turbans in matching 
colors tied on their heads. 

As I clung to my corner it seemed at moments that bands were stream- 
ing toward me from all directions. I felt like I was hearing every half- 
forgotten musical expression of the old Portuguese culture. The brass 
bands themselves were a memory of the colonial past, as they filled the 
streets with irregular lines of trumpets, saxophones, and trombones— 
some with only four or five horn players, but always with a gathering of 
drummers. The largest of the bands—the one on the stage in front of the 
Amado house—included a dozen horn players, anchored by the stento- 
rian tones of a tuba. The melodies were still European—short, simple 
phrases played in ragged unison over and over, just as this kind of band 
music at village festivals in Portugal repeats these same melodies with 
the same fervor. From Africa came the dense thicket of rhythms clatter- 
ing behind the horns, and the fierce tempos and the rushing energy of 
the playing. Some of the bands had quickened their tempos, in the style 


332 Chapter Fourteen 


Carnival in 
the Pelourinho, 
2002. 


of the Rio bands, so the crowds trailing after them had to follow with 
choppy, running steps, arms clenched, their heads swaying from side 
to side in the glaring lights. 

I finally left my corner. Even through the din of the crowds I could 
hear that the energy was running thin for some of the musicians. I 
trailed after a stream of families with tired children in their arms down 
to the bottom of the hill at the exit from Pelourinho. I wasn’t going to 
repeat my attempt of the night before and walk into the dense crowds 
on the Avenida. Taxis waited in a line that trailed out of sight on the 
dark, twisting street. A driver ferried me back to Porto Barra at death- 
defining speed, careening around laughing groups of people still out on 
the streets everywhere in the city. He was rushing to get back to the old 
town for a new fare. But once back at the hotel, with my ears still ringing 
with the music I’d heard, a late swim in the hotel pool didn’t feel like 
the end of Carnival. 

I dried myself off, pulled on a dry T-shirt and shorts and went back 
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on the streets. I followed the street beside the beach toward the old fort, 
where the last trios waited to begin their voyage through the city’s streets. 
It was almost one in the morning, but there was still a press of people 
on the grassy slope in front of the fort. The last few babies were sleep- 
ing soundly on their father’s shoulders. The procession on the street 
had a momentary lull, but already the swollen shapes of advertising 
balloons and the straining figures of the first cordeiros for the next ve- 
hicle were moving up to fill the space. With a diffident silence the trio 
made its way toward us, imposing in its hulking, still dark presence. It 
hadn’t turned on its lights or begun its music. Then with a burst the 
lights blazed on—a flare of neon and bright band spotlights—and the 
musicians swept into a cascading street samba. Standing in the lights 
there above us, his arms outstretched, a guitar hanging from his neck, 
his name spelled out in large green neon letters below him was one of 
Bahia’s—and Brazil’s—most loved artists. What the lights spelled out 
was 


GILBERTO GIL 


His home was in a neighborhood not far away, and this was a journey 
that Gil made every year through the delirious streets. When he finally 
passed us, a half an hour later, I felt that at last the Carnival was over. 

I walked slowly back along the line of trios that had finished their 
voyage and rested silently in dark shadows. The street was littered with 
trash and discarded bottles. It was suddenly very quiet. I could see in 
the faces of the people who passed me that the fierce joy of the Carnival 
had found its way inside them. What they were bringing back as they 
straggled home along the emptying street, and what I would take with 
me when I finally caught my plane back to Rio, would be enough of its 
sounds and its music and its energy to carry us through the long months 
of another year—or perhaps forever? 
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Music/Travel 


In A Language of Song, Samuel Charters—one of the pioneering collectors of African American 
music—writes of a trip to West Africa where he found “a gathering of cultures and a continuing 
history that lay behind the flood of musical expression [he] encountered everywhere . . . from 
Brazil to Cuba, to Trinidad, to New Orleans, to the Bahamas, to dance halls of west Louisi- 
ana and the great churches of Harlem.” In this book, Charters takes readers alongto those and 
other places, including Jamaica and the Georgia SeaIslands, as he recounts experiences from a 
halfcentury spent following, documenting, recording, and writing about the Africa-influenced 
music of the United States, Brazil, and the Caribbean. Each of the book’s fourteen chapters is a 
vivid first-person account ofa particular location that Charters visited. While music is always his 
focus, the book is filled with details about individuals, history, landscape, and culture. 


“A Language of Song is an important work. Samuel Charters is a lovely writer, his observations 
and anecdotes are invaluable, and his background for writing this bookis perhaps unsurpassed 
among living writers. He has visited so many important places in the history of the music of the 
African diaspora during the last half-century, and has always done so with great attentiveness 
and sensitivity.” —Fed Gioia, author of Work Songs and Healing Songs 


“In this highly readable account, Samuel Charters takes us on a personal guided tour of the 
many musical worlds touched by the African diaspora. Ina sensitive and revealing text, Charters 
portrays the real stars, often unknown to the general public, who have played a central role in 
melding a range of traditions, from ancient to modern, into new musical styles. Like thatof Alan 
Lomax, Charters’s work has transcended genres and crossed the decades, laying the ground- 
work and providing inspiration for generations of scholars who have followed. This splendid 
book is a celebration of a lifetime of enthusiasms."—Richard Carlin, author of Worlds of 
Sound: The Story of Smithsonian Folkways 


“From The Gambia to the Canary Islands, across the Atlantic to the American Deep South, New 
Orleans, St. Louis, Manhattan, down to the Bahamas, Trinidad, Jamaica, Cuba, and finally to 
Brazil. These were once staging grounds of the horrific Africanslave trade, which eventually be- 
came outposts of freedom and cultural and musical creativity. With beautiful, highly evocative 
prose, Samuel Charters describes a lifetime of tracing these routes and documenting the music 
that was created along them—blues, ragtime, jazz, zydeco, calypso, reggae, steel band, rumba, 
samba, and much more—music that has changed the way the world listens and dances.” 
—David Evans, author of Big Road Blues: Tradition and Creativity in the Folk Blues 


Samuel Charters is the authorof many books about music, including A Trumpet around the 
Corner: The Story of New Orleans Jazz; Walking a Blues Road: A Blues Reader, 1956-2004; The Roots of the 
Blues: An African Search; and The Blues Makers. 
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